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FOREWORD BY THE SERIES EDITORS 


Historians have written scores of books in English on the events leading the Amer- 
icans into war in Vietnam in the early 1960s. And many more are now appearing 
on the Vietnamese side. Strangely enough, remarkably few scholars have examined 
the outbreak of the first war in Indochina in 1945-46 between the French and the 
same Vietnamese, despite the fact that combined the two wars constituted one of 
the longest, most important, and violent conflicts of the Cold War. Hence the im- 
portance of Stein Tonnesson’s incisive study of the start of the war for Vietnam in 
1945-46, Vietnam 1946: How the War Began. In this path-breaking book, Tonnes- 
son provides the first detailed account of the events, decisions, and people who led 
France in particular into its first of two long wars of decolonization. 

As early as 1952, French scholar Philippe Devillers had first suggested that the 
official French explanations for the outbreak of the war, which pinned the blame 
exclusively on the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), were flawed. The 
French, especially local officials in charge in Indochina, also were responsible. 
Devillers based much of his argument on research in Vietnam in 1945-46, on in- 
terviews with scores of French and Vietnamese decision-makers, and on his access 
to internal documents in Paris. 

There matters in large part rested until the 1980s. With the opening of the rele- 
vant files in the archives in France, Britain, and the United States, Stein Tonnesson 
not only could confirm many of Devillerss findings, but go much further.! In re- 


1. Devillers published a collection of internal documents demonstrating, in his view, French re- 
sponsibility for the outbreak of the war. Philippe Devillers, Paris-Saigon-Hanoi: les archives de la guerre 
1944-1947 (Paris: Gallimard/Julliard, 1988). 
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search spanning more than two decades, Tonnesson has meticulously examined the 
extensive archival holdings on the outbreak of the war held in the Service historique 
de la défense, the Ministère des Affaires étrangères, and especially at the Centre des 
Archives d’Outre-mer. He has also worked, albeit with more limitations, in the Viet- 
namese archives in Hanoi and has made use of important Vietnamese primary and 
secondary sources. Throughout, he has published cutting-edge, multiarchival schol- 
arship based on this research, in the French as well as the English language.’ Viet- 
nam 1946: How the War Began draws on newly available material in several coun- 
tries to present an original and matchlessly authoritative study of the origins of the 
first Indochina War, which set the stage for the American one. 

Tonnesson shows the degree to which local French authorities in Indochina, de- 
termined to roll back the sovereignty of the DRV, ignored entreaties to negotiate 
and intentionally pushed the Vietnamese into a corner, if not a trap. Their secret 
hope was that the Vietnamese would lash out, thereby providing local French au- 
thorities the pretext they needed to take France into war. Local officials got their 
wish on December 19, 1946, when the Vietnamese attacked. Important questions 
remain about Vietnamese decision-making in the crucial weeks leading up to war, 
the answers to which are dependent on archival materials that remain under lock 
and key. In the meantime, however, Tonnesson has provided us with the first seri- 
ous scholarly account of what happened during those perilous ten months between 
February and December 1946. 

This book will be of great interest to readers interested in Vietnamese, French, 
international, colonial, postcolonial, decolonization, and Vietnam War studies. After 
all, the outbreak of the war in 1946 was all about the transition “from Indochina to 
Vietnam,” from a colonial state to a national one. The long and bloody struggle that 
commenced on that December day also had, from the start, a global dimension, 
drawing in superpowers and regional actors alike. Vietnam 1946 shows, like no other, 
how it came to be. 

Christopher Goscha, Université du Québec à Montréal 
Fredrik Logevall, Cornell University 


2. See especially Stein Tønnesson, 1946: Déclenchement de la guerre d'Indochine: Les vêpres tonkin- 
oises du 19 décembre (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1987) and The Vietnamese Revolution of 1945 (London: SAGE, 
1991). 
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In a memorable lecture delivered in April 1965 at Johns Hopkins University, U.S. 
Senator J. William Fulbright opposed what he called the Johnson administration's 
new and dangerous “arrogance of power.’ President Lyndon B. Johnson had just 
started to bomb North Vietnam in the hope of deterring Hanoi from fighting for 
the unification of Vietnam. “Arrogance of Power” could have been the title of this 
book, which documents similar French behavior in 1946—the first French expe- 
rience of “decolonization.” 

In August 1945, after Japan surrendered, and following the American reoccu- 
pation of the Philippines and the British recovery of Burma, the French govern- 
ment pledged immediately to restore French sovereignty over Indochina, a country 
the Japanese had seized six months earlier. Neither London nor Chongqing nor 
Washington challenged this claim at the time. General Philippe Leclerc was ap- 
pointed to lead a French expeditionary force to do the job, and Admiral Georges 
Thierry dArgenlieu was made high commissioner. Paris would decide later what 
to do with Indochina. 

Under Japan's sponsorship, on March 11, 1945, Vietnam had “reaffirmed its right 
to independence.’ On the day of the Japanese capitulation, September 2, 1945, Ho 
Chi Minh, standing in front ofa mass meeting in Hanoi, proclaimed that “Vietnam 
has the right to be a free and independent country” and was determined to “safe- 
guard its right to liberty and independence,’ although China and Britain must for 
a few weeks be allowed to ensure the repatriation of Japanese forces. In a moving 
message on August 2o, the emperor of Vietnam, Bao Dai, had just warned France's 
leader Charles de Gaulle: “I beg you to understand that the only means of safe- 
guarding French interests and the spiritual influence of France in Indochina is to 
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recognize the independence of Vietnam unreservedly and to renounce any idea of 
reestablishing French sovereignty or rule here in any form. . . . Even if you were to 
reestablish the French administration here, it would not be obeyed, and each vil- 
lage would be a nest of resistance... . We would be able to understand each other 
so easily and become friends if you would stop hoping to become our masters again.” 

This warning fell on deaf ears. The French returned and, with British support, 
reconquered the south of Vietnam in three months. But how were they to go about 
retaking the north, still under Chinese military occupation? Expecting that the Chi- 
nese troops would soon withdraw, the French prepared “Opération Bentré,” a fa- 
vorite subject of Stein Tonnesson’s. Having learned from his experience of guerrilla 
war in Cochinchina, however, General Leclerc opted to make only a show of force. 
He would land in Haiphong with his troops, while Jean Sainteny would negotiate 
in Hanoi as commissioner of the French Republic to elicit a “peaceful surrender” 
from Ho. Leclerc’s gamble failed. The Chinese generals chose to stay put, saving Ho 
from having to choose between surrender and withdrawal to the rural hinterland. 
This also opened the way to a compromise agreement, which could have inaugu- 
rated the peaceful decolonization of Vietnam. Stein Tønnesson tells and interprets 
this story in the first part of his book. 

French leaders did not accept this relative failure. They wanted Ho Chi Minh’s 
republic to remain in a state of political and economic dependence on France, and 
they especially rejected any unification of Vietnam under a communist regime. 
Hoping that Ho Chi Minh could be persuaded to give up his bid for Cochinchina, 
đArgenlieu called for a four-state Indochinese Federation, aiming to contain the 
Ho Chi Minh government in the north, and get rid of it as soon as the last Chinese 
troops departed. The modus vivendi agreement that Minister for Overseas France 
Marius Moutet had signed with Ho Chi Minh in September gave the guerrillas such 
control of the Cochinchinese villages/rural areas that đArgenlieu, facing a collapse 
of the Saigon regime, decided to strike in the north, the center of Viet Minh power. 
However, he had to act quickly. He believed, as did his generals, that the war in the 
north would be won in two months. 

The same scenario was played out twenty years later. Facing a political debacle 
in Saigon, and refusing to allow a communist takeover of the south, President John- 
son decided in March 1965 to bomb North Vietnam. I was in Massachusetts at the 
time. On a plane, I heard someone tell a friend: “Hanoi’ll be on its knees and sur- 
render in six weeks!” 

France and later the United States went to war in Vietnam confident of rapid 
victory but ultimately lost, after millions of men, women, and children had died. 
Bao Dai’s warning to de Gaulle was prophetic. 

The main revelation of this book is the failure of the intelligence services. Most 
of the reports of the French Deuxième Bureau (military intelligence) and other serv- 
ices were reliable as far as the Viet Minh$ structures, personnel, and even resources 
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were concerned. However, they never understood the nature and the depth of Viet- 
namese nationalism and determination. Stein Tonnesson’s book, the fruit of years 
of research in French, British, and American archives, and of interviews with sur- 
viving participants, leaves no doubt as to the French role in these terrible events. I 
met Stein twenty-seven years ago, and I am happy to have helped him find his way 
through this labyrinth. He has produced a remarkable piece of scholarship. His de- 
ciphering of complex situations, his capacity to make sense of thousands of pages 
of archival documents, and to do so in such clear prose, has won my admiration. 
Its a breathtaking story. May the reader share the experience. 
Philippe Devillers 
Paris, December 19, 2008 
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Introduction 


While there is battle and hatred men have eyes for nothing save the fact that 
the enemy is the cause of all the troubles; but long, long afterwards, when all 
passion has been spent, the historian often sees that it was a conflict between 
one half-right that was perhaps too wilful, and another half-right that was 
perhaps too proud; and behind even this he discerns that it was a terrible 
predicament, which had the effect of putting men so at cross-purposes with 
one another. 


HERBERT BUTTERFIELD, HISTORY AND HUMAN RELATIONS 


Butterfield calls this phenomenon “the tragic element in human conflict” and sug- 
gests that the history of any conflict acquires this structure as it becomes revised 
and corrected and reshaped with the passage of time.! 

War was Vietnam’s predicament for well over forty years. No other country has 
suffered as many war casualties since World War II. In the first five months of 1945, 
partly because Allied bombing disrupted transportation and partly because the 
French and Japanese authorities in Indochina did not prioritize the transportation 
of rice, famine cost the lives of some one million people in north-central and north- 
ern Vietnam.’ This was the first of a series of man-made disasters. In the First Indo- 
china War, from 1945 to 1954, an estimated 365,000 people were killed, 40,000 on 
the French side, 200,000 on the side of those fighting the French, and 125,000 civil- 
ians. To these must be added the many deaths indirectly caused by the war.’ Be- 
tween the Geneva settlement of 1954, which split Vietnam in two halves, and the 
beginning of the Vietnam War in 1959, tens of thousands were killed in North Viet- 
nam’s radical land reform (1954-56), in South Vietnam repression of communists, 
gangsters, and religious sects, and in the fight for control of Laos. 

The number of casualties in the Vietnam War (1959-75) remains contested. It 
is often exaggerated, but all agree that it was appallingly high. On the basis of Micheal 
Clodfelter’s detailed study of casualties year by year and a number of other sources, 
Bethany Lacina has estimated the total number of battle deaths for North Vietnam 
and the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam (NLF) to be more than one 
million. South Vietnam lost an estimated 250,000 soldiers; the United States had 
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46,122 troops killed in action, out of a total of 58,153 deaths; and other countries 
fighting on the side of South Vietnam lost more than 5,000 troops in battle. In ad- 
dition, the war killed an estimated 65,000 North Vietnamese civilians and 650,000 
South Vietnamese. This amounts to a total of more than two million battle-related 
deaths, more than in any other war since 1945. If we include the casualties on the 
Cambodian and Laotian battlefields, we must add another 500,000, equally divided 
between these two countries. 

After the end of the Vietnam War and the unification of North and South Viet- 
nam, only three years elapsed before Vietnam went to war again, this time against 
the Khmer Rouge. Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia in the last days of 1978 pro- 
voked a temporary Chinese invasion of North Vietnam from February to March 
1979, in which China would claim to have killed 30,000 Vietnamese, while Viet- 
nam claimed it had killed 26,000 Chinese. For the next ten years, the tables were 
turned when Vietnam waged counterinsurgency warfare in Cambodia, with the 
guerrilla forces of the Khmer Rouge and their allies receiving weapons, sanctuary, 
and other support from Thailand, China, and the United States. The guerrilla war 
in Cambodia from 1979 until 1989 is thought to have cost at least 150,000 lives, 
and some 80,000 civilians were killed by landmines, which still riddle the Cambo- 
dian landscape, killing or maiming numerous children. Yet the tragedy of the Third 
Indochina War (1978-89) was dwarfed by the preceding Khmer Rouge genocide, 
which resulted in probably more than two million deaths, out of a population of 
between seven and eight million. 

The end of the Cold War brought peace at last to Indochina. Vietnamese troops 
withdrew from Cambodia in 1989, and the Paris agreement on Cambodia was 
signed in 1991. Four years later, Vietnam obtained normal relations with the 
United States and also joined the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
which had been established in 1967 with the partial aim of containing Vietnamese 
communism. As of 2009, Vietnam has been free from war for two full decades. It 
has engaged in commercial, cultural, and diplomatic relations with all its neighbors 
and all its former enemies and even joined the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
These past two decades of “Vietnam Peace” have significantly improved the living 
standards of most of the 85 million Vietnamese who now live there and resulted in 
more and more interaction between them and their 2.5 million compatriots over- 
seas. Vietnam’s diaspora comprises resourceful individuals who fled their homes 
during or after Vietnam's wars, and their offspring. The overseas Vietnamese (Viet 
Kieu) now constitute a priceless reservoir of capital and skills needed in Vietnam 
further development. Just as we need to explain the onset of Vietnam's wars, we now 
also need to explain and understand its peace since 1989. 

Did the sequence of wars in Vietnam have a beginning? Anthony Short asked 
this question in The Origins of the Vietnam War, which he published in 1989, just 
as the last of the Indochina wars reached its end. He starts his account with the 
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French colonization (1858-85) and analyzes the nature of French colonial rule, with 
its reliance on rubber plantations, forced labor, the opium trade, and harsh repres- 
sion ofnationalist movements, while the construction of modern institutions, roads, 
and railways linked Indochina together. The origins of war may “be sought, in the 
first place, in the relationship between France and Vietnam? Short affirms.$ Then 
he describes how French rule continued during the period of Japanese occupation 
(1941-45) and how Japan toppled the French regime in a coup on March 9, 1945. 
This coup resulted in a power vacuum, which in turn provided the Viet Nam 
Independence League (Viet Minh), led by the experienced communist Ho Chi 
Minh, with a chance to organize a vast network of popular organizations in much 
of Indochina. The Japanese surrender on August 15, 1945, became the signal for a 
general insurrection, led by communists in most places, and resulting in the es- 
tablishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). The insurrection was 
soon known as the “August Revolution.” Its crowning event was President Ho Chi 
Minh's declaration of independence before a massive gathering in Hanoi on Sep- 
tember 2, 1945. This is now Vietnams national day. The August Revolution was swift 
and relatively peaceful, although a certain number of prominent conservative and 
Trotskyite leaders were murdered. 

It is possible to argue that Vietnam chain of wars began with the arrival of 
British occupation forces in Saigon in September and their decision to rearm the 
French prisoners of war who were then still in Japanese camps. The latter promptly 
staged a coup against the revolutionary government in Saigon on September 23, 
1945. This provoked a massacre of French civilians at the Cité Héraud, and on Sep- 
tember 26, Peter Dewey, the son of a famous U.S. senator, became the first Amer- 
ican to be killed in Vietnam.’ A pacification campaign followed, with British, 
French, and Japanese troops killing and disarming revolutionary nationalists in 
Cambodia, southern Vietnam, and southern Laos. After a short period of disar- 
ray, the local communists and other nationalists responded with guerrilla tactics 
and widespread use of terror against those who collaborated with the French. It 
makes sense to argue, as the Vietnamese general Vo Nguyen Giap does in his re- 
cent memoirs, that this campaign was the start of Vietnam “Thirty Years’ War”8 
In 1946, however, it was not a given that there would be a long-drawn-out war. In 
order to reestablish a French presence also in northern Indochina, which was un- 
der Chinese, not British, occupation, the French signed an agreement with Ho Chi 
Minh on March 6, 1946. Then followed nine months of coexistence between the 
representatives of the French Fourth Republic and the Democratic Republic of Viet- 
nam. Just after midnight between September 14 and 15, Ho Chi Minh and Min- 
ister for Overseas France Marius Moutet signed a modus vivendi agreement 
(dated September 14), including a cease-fire in southern Vietnam, to come into 
force by October 31. The French historian Alain Ruscio also concludes that the 
war started as a series of incidents: 
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Rather than one event, we prefer to draw attention to a cascade of events. From March 
1945 to the summer of 1947, there was a succession of occurrences, some secondary, 
others serious, but most of which (yet not all) were of comparable importance. This 
succession led little by little from the possibility of war to the probability of war, and 
then from this to its inevitability. Even though, almost half a century later, one or two 
of these occurrences seem salient, it is the combined process that we must take into 
consideration.? 


This book assumes as its point of departure that the “policy of agreement” (poli- 
tique daccord) that the two parties sought to apply in 1946 might have been viable, 
that it was possible to prevent the war that followed, and that this remained possi- 
ble until December 19, 1946. Hence, the proximate cause of Vietnam's string of wars 
was not the long history of French colonial rule, the Japanese coup against the French 
colonial regime in March 1945, the Vietnamese August Revolution, or even the vi- 
olent repression carried out in southern Vietnam by French and British forces in 
1945-46. Neither was it the failure of Franco- Vietnamese negotiations in the sum- 
mer of 1946—they did not fail completely, but ended in a modus vivendi. Rather, 
the proximate cause of the Vietnam wars was the breakdown of Franco- Vietnamese 
cooperation during November-December 1946 and the outbreak of armed strug- 
gle in the streets of Hanoi at 2003 hours on December 19. The First Indochina War 
broke out that day, and this led to a sequence of wars with dreadful consequences, 
primarily for the Vietnamese themselves and their immediate neighbors, but also 
for France, the United States, and the world. 

This book is not a military history but a political case study of how and why a 
war began. It seeks to answer two questions. Why was there no outbreak of war on 
March 6, 1946, when a serious crisis resolved itself through the signing of a peace 
agreement? And why did war break out on December 19? A concluding chapter 
asks who might have prevented the war from breaking out and how. The narrative 
covers the period from February 1946 to January 1947 but does not dwell on the 
long-drawn-out Franco- Vietnamese negotiations in Dalat, a small town in Vietnam's 
central highlands, during April-May, and at Fontainebleau, south of Paris, in July- 
September. Instead, it concentrates on the crises that preceded and followed these 
failed negotiations, one leading to the March 6 agreement, the other to the battle 
for Hanoi. 

This book challenges two established wisdoms. The first is the widespread be- 
lief that the March 6 agreement reflected a temporary ascendancy of liberal re- 
formers or moderate pragmatists within the French decision-making system. 
They are said to have perceived the need to accommodate Vietnamese national- 
ism and make a deal with Ho Chi Minh. This book demonstrates that the French 
were already prepared to wage war against the DRV in March 1946, and that they 
took a gigantic gamble in dispatching an invasion force to the port city of Haiphong. 
This was no mere show of force, but part of a seriously prepared operation to seize 
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control of the main centers in the north, including Hanoi. Arriving at Haiphong 
in the morning of March 6, the French fleet sailed right into a Chinese trap. The 
French thought they had secured Chinese support for disembarking troops in the 
north in a treaty signed in Chongqing on February 28, but Chiang Kai-shek’s gov- 
ernment fooled them. When the French ships approached Haiphong harbor, the 
Chinese stood ready to resist the French onslaught and actually fired at the ships. 
Meanwhile, the Chinese were pressuring both the Vietnamese government and a 
French team of negotiators in Hanoi to sign a deal on behalf of their two nations. 
Neither the French nor the DRV could afford an open confrontation with China, 
so under Chinese coercion, they underwrote concessions that both parties hoped 
to be able to retract at a later stage. The March 6 accords were a fragile peace im- 
posed by China. 

The second piece of accepted wisdom is that the outbreak of war in Hanoi on 
December 19 was a premeditated Vietnamese surprise attack against the French, 
for which the Vietnamese government was clearly responsible, although it acted in 
response to the French seizure of the cities of Haiphong and Langson in Novem- 
ber. This is how history was written by some prominent authors during the In- 
dochina War, although there was always another school of thought, which empha- 
sized that the Vietnamese had been provoked and hypothesized that President Ho 
Chi Minh and General Vo Nguyen Giap lost control of angry leaders lower down 
in the hierarchy that day.!° More recently, the tendency to hold the Vietnamese re- 
sponsible for the December 19 attack has been reinforced by the writings of Viet- 
namese historians and by Vo Nguyen Giap himself, who after a long period of am- 
biguity concerning December 19 came out and proudly avowed that their side 
indeed had taken the initiative to fight.!! General Giap has been adamant both in 
his written memoirs and in conversations with the present author that he—or “we” 
as he says—decided to open fire first: “If we had waited any longer, the French might 
have attacked us,” he asserted in 1992. “If any mistake was made, it was that we waited. 
too long” 

This book challenges the dominant interpretation of December 19 and holds that 
the outbreak of war that day could have been averted. The March 6 agreement, al- 
though signed under Chinese pressure, encouraged and strengthened those French 
and Vietnamese leaders who wanted to spare human lives and avoid the financial 
and political costs of a long-drawn-out war. President Ho himself was one. The 
leader of the French government at the time the war broke out, the veteran social- 
ist Léon Blum, was also dedicated to the pursuit of peace, and Marius Moutet, the 
socialist minister for Overseas France, who signed the modus vivendi agreement 
with Ho Chi Minh on the night of September 14-15, continued to defend his “pol- 
icy of accord.” The main warmongers, who must bear the brunt of the responsibil- 
ity, not only for the seizure of Haiphong in November, but also for the outbreak in 
Hanoi, were a French triumvirate in Saigon, consisting of High Commissioner Ad- 
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miral Georges Thierry dArgenlieu, Supreme Commander General Jean-Etienne 
Valluy, and Federal Commissioner of Political Affairs Léon Pignon, who sought a 
clean break with the communist-dominated Vietnamese regime. D’Argenlieu was 
not just inspired by instructions and orders of the French government at the time, 
but sought to apply the wishes of his main mentor, the former leader of the French 
government who had resigned in January 1946: General Charles de Gaulle. When 
the French conquest of Haiphong did not immediately provoke a breakdown of re- 
lations, they resorted to a tactic of escalating pressures on the Hanoi government, 
meant to either foment a split between “moderates” and “extremists” or provoke 
the Vietnamese to open hostilities. French intelligence knew that the Vietnamese 
had an attack plan ready and had actually bought a copy of it. The French triumvi- 
rate waited impatiently for the Vietnamese to take action. Although Paris was ab- 
sorbed in a cabinet crisis and the French government had internal disagreements, 
the outgoing premier, Georges Bidault, made clear in a telegram to Saigon on De- 
cember 12 that he was critical of the aggressive line pursued by the French locally, 
and a representative of the Saigon triumvirate was instructed in a meeting on De- 
cember 14 that if more “incidents” occurred, the fault must not be on the French 
side. For three long weeks after the loss of Haiphong, the Vietnamese restrained 
themselves. Ho appealed repeatedly to the French, Chinese, and American gov- 
ernments to intervene and rescue the peace, and he would soon have received a 
positive reply from Léon Blum if the Vietnamese armed forces had not launched 
their attack in the evening of December 19. 

Blum new all-socialist government, with himself as both premier and foreign min- 
ister, won a vote of confidence in the French National Assembly on December 17. 
On the day he took over from his predecessor Georges Bidault, December 18, Blum 
decided to send Moutet on a peace mission to Hanoi. It was too late. On the after- 
noon of December 19, something went amiss among the Vietnamese leaders, gath- 
ered for a meeting of the Communist Party’s Standing Bureau in a village outside 
of Hanoi. The decision they took remains a mystery, but Vo Nguyen Giap’s troops 
had made feverish preparations to attack the French. Giap may have ordered his 
troops into action to preempt an attack he wrongly anticipated from the French side, 
or perhaps he was pushed into action by impatient cadres. He made what was per- 
haps the biggest mistake in his life when launching an assault just at the time when 
Vietnam had a chance to expose French colonial wrongdoings to a relatively sym- 
pathetic government in Paris, as well as to French and international public opin- 
ion. Now there was instead an international outcry against Vietnamese savagery. 
Giap walked right into the trap that the Saigon triumvirate had set for him. 

This is how the sequence of wars in Vietnam began. It has not been easy to es- 
tablish, and much remains to be sorted out, particularly on the Vietnamese side, 
where we have no access to the Communist Party’s archives. The source material 
for the following story is primarily French, although a number of British and Amer- 
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ican documents have also been used. Since no Vietnamese archives were consulted, 
what is said about Vietnamese policies and decision-making relies on a combina- 
tion of French intelligence reports, Vietnamese books and memoirs, primarily those 
of Vo Nguyen Giap, and some interviews with Vietnamese veterans and historians. 
Chiang Kai-shek’s China plays a major role in the account, but no Chinese archives 
were consulted either. It is possible, however, to build on King C. Chen and Lin Huas 
work. Lin Hua has done archival research in Taiwan, the People’s Republic of China, 
and France.! 

Students of history inquiring into political crisis management should always draw 
up an outline of the decision-making system in the governments under study be- 
fore they start working in the archives. This makes it possible to start with the files 
of the top-level decision-making bodies and the papers of the top decision-mak- 
ers, before proceeding downward in the hierarchy as far as time allows. It is im- 
portant not to use the present-day filing system as the point of departure, but in- 
stead to find out where the operational files of the most important persons and 
institutions are located. It is normal to find copies of the same documents in sev- 
eral archives and in the files of many different institutions, reflecting their histori- 
cal circulation. Indeed, it is often interesting to see when a copy of a given docu- 
ment was received by the various bodies of a certain government, to whom it was 
circulated, and what comments they made. 

When the Vietnamese files are opened, it will be important to look into the pa- 
pers of President Ho Chi Minh’s secretaries, of General Vo Nguyen Giap’s military 
headquarters, and of the party organization led by Secretary-General Truong 
Chinh. The files of the Vietnamese Foreign Ministry and Ministry of the Interior 
will also be of interest. Some of the DRV files were later captured by the French and 
are held at the Centre des archives doutre-mer (AOM) in Aix-en-Provence (the 
Gouvernement de fait, or GF, file), where they have been studied by David G. Marr 
of the Australian National University. The fact that these files were not destroyed, 
but remained intact when the French took control of Hanoi, would seem to indi- 
cate that the Vietnamese attack did not follow a decision made long in advance, 
and that the option of continuing to run the government from the ministries in 
Hanoi was kept open right to the end. These files do not, however, emanate from 
the decision-makers at the very top. The key files were either destroyed or taken 
with them by the party leaders to their various headquarters during the course of 
the Indochina wars. Many documents have surely been lost, but when the Viet- 
namese Communist Party (VCP) opens its archives in Hanoi to research, they are 
still likely to contain some fascinating material, which has so far been available only 
to the party leaders themselves, who surely have no time to study it. 

In France, the two highest-level operational files are those of the prime minis- 
ter’s office (présidence du Conseil), which were originally in the Hôtel Matignon 
and are now in the Archives nationales in Paris (F60 C3035). Unfortunately, they 
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do not yield much as far as French Indochina policy in 1946 is concerned, but some 
interesting letters and other documents are to be found among Prime Minister 
Georges Bidault’s private papers, which are also in the Archives nationales (457AP). 
The same is true of the private papers of Minister for Overseas France Marius 
Moutet, which are kept at AOM, Aix-en-Provence (PA28). 

The most important and voluminous of the Indochina files in Paris from 1946 
are those of the Comité interministériel pour Indochine (Cominindo), which was 
set up by General de Gaulle on February 15, 1945, for the specific purpose of coor- 
dinating the French government’s Indochina policy, under the chairmanship of the 
premier himself. Its secretariat was housed close to de Gaulle’s own office in the Min- 
istry of the Armies (rue St. Dominique). When I first came to Paris to do archival 
work in 1981, no one seemed to know where the Cominindo files were located. I 
was told in the archives of the Ministry of Overseas France at 27 rue Oudinot, that 
they had disappeared. As a substitute, I was given access to a file with copies of all 
the telegrams exchanged between Saigon and the Ministry of Overseas France in 
Paris during 1946. To go through all of them was impossible, but the telegram file 
led to quite a few discoveries concerning the period of crisis from November to De- 
cember, when exact timetables are of great importance. It was interesting to see which 
telegrams were given top priority, and how long it took for them to reach their ad- 
dressees. Today, there are no longer any Indochina files at rue Oudinot. They were 
moved to AOM, Aix-en-Provence in 1986, so that they could be kept together with 
the files repatriated from Indochina after decolonization. 

It appeared to me that the way to locate the Cominindo files would be to find 
out who took over the remit of the Cominindo after it was dissolved. In February 
1947, Moutet took over as chair of the Cominindo, and the staff and files were moved 
from rue St. Dominique to rue Oudinot. In July 1950, however, reflecting the trans- 
formation of French Indochina in the previous year into three “associated states” 
(Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam), a new Ministry of Associated States was set up, 
with offices on the rue de Lille, and the Cominindo file was moved once again. Three 
years later, the three states ceased to be associated and were recognized as fully in- 
dependent. So the archives were transferred once again, this time to the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs at the Quai d'Orsay. However, the Quai d'Orsay did not have 
enough space, and it was decided to send all documents dating from before 1945 
back to rue Oudinot, where they were merged into the Indochina file of the Min- 
istry of Overseas France, the Indochine Nouveau Fonds (INF), which was trans- 
ferred to AOM, Aix-en-Provence, in 1986. For the historian, it is quite a challenge 
to determine whether a document or folder in the INF file from before 1945 em- 
anates from the Ministry of Colonies (renamed the Ministry of Overseas France 
in January 1946) or from the files of the Cominindo. The Quai d'Orsay retained 
all the documents from 1945 on, which were held in a separate file, called the Fonds 
Etats associés (EA). It contains the bulk of the Cominindo archive, an unexplored 
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gold mine when I dug into it in the years 1985-89, before the staff had time to go 
through it and classify the material. Some of the most important folders for the 
present study were in fact only made generally available to researchers (under a sixty- 
year rule) at the beginning of 2007. The EA file is the best starting point for any- 
one wanting to study the Indochina policy of the French government during the 
years 1944-47. However, the archive staff have renumbered the folders both in 
the EA file and in the Foreign Ministry's own Asia file (Asie-Océanie). This has had 
the unfortunate consequence that the reference numbers I noted down in the 1980s 
are no longer valid. I apologize for having been unable to renumber all the boxes 
and folders in the notes to this book, but my numbers can be converted to the new 
ones by juxtaposing the new and old finding aids in the archives, which the ever- 
helpful staff will make available on request. 

Among the ministries and other institutions represented in the Cominindo, the 
most important were the Ministry of Overseas France, the Ministry of Foreign Af- 
fairs, the various Defense Ministries (Air, Navy, Army, Defense), the Chiefs of Staff, 
Etat-major général de la défense nationale (EMGDN), and the intelligence agency, 
Service de documentation extérieure et de contre-espionnage (SDECE). The SDECE 
files are apparently still in the hands of the central French intelligence agency and 
are inaccessible. The EMGDN files are kept in the Service historique de [Armée de 
Terre (SHAT) at Vincennes castle in Paris. This file (4Q) contains top-level military 
documents concerning Indochina and has been extremely valuable for this study. 
Unfortunately, most students are unaware of the 4Q file or are denied access to it. 
They are instead directed to the enormous 10H file, which contains repatriated 
French army documents from Indochina.’ When working on top-level decision- 
making, it is preferable to start with the 4Q file before entering the 10H file. 

The repatriated civilian files from Indochina are at AOM, Aix-en-Provence. 
Unfortunately, they do not include many of High Commissioner Georges Thierry 
dArgenlieu’s files. He probably took them with him when he was replaced as high 
commissioner in February 1947; his Chronique d'Indochine, which was published 
posthumously in 1985, is based on a comprehensive private collection. In 1991, đAr- 
genlieu’s family handed his papers over to the French National Archives, which com- 
pleted an inventory in 2000 (Papiers Georges Thierry dArgenlieu, 517 AP). I should 
have also consulted these papers for the present book, which Frédéric Turpin used 
in his study of de Gaulle and the Gaullists’ Indochina policy, but I did not find the 
time to do so. By far the most interesting file in Aix-en-Provence is the Conseiller 
politique (CP) file. D’Argenlieu’s political advisor Léon Pignon (who became high 
commissioner himself in 1948) kept a huge file with intelligence reports, memo- 
randums, and reports about political developments in 1946, including many of his 
own letters and reports. Another important actor on the French side was Jean Sain- 
teny, born Jean Roger. As commissioner of the French Republic in Tonkin and North 
Annam, Sainteny led the negotiations that resulted in the March 6 Franco-Viet- 
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namese accords. Sainteny’s private papers are in the care of the Fondation nationale 
des sciences politiques (FNSP) in Paris. His substantial archives are extremely valu- 
able and formed much of the basis for Philippe Devillerss annotated collection Paris- 
Saigon-Hanoi: Les archives de la guerre, 1944-1947 (1988). 

The result of my archival studies is a detailed, chronological account of highly 
complex decision-making, with an inordinate number of references to archival doc- 
uments and other sources. Most of the sources are in French, and quite a few are 
in Vietnamese. When quoted in the text, they have been translated into English. 
The quotation in the original language, and also some additional commentaries, 
can be found in an extended set of notes, using the same note numbers as the book 
itself, at my web site, www.cliostein.com. The purpose of the book is not just to 
present new material but to correct some basic mistakes in existing narratives. An 
additional purpose is to disentangle the ways in which well-placed spoilers can pre- 
vent their leaders from fulfilling the most basic obligation of any government: to 
preserve the peace. 


A Clash of Republics 


The sequence of war in Indochina began as a collision between two new republics, 
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and the French Fourth Republic. Both 
were strongly influenced by socialist and communist thinking, while at the same 
time both strove to build a national consensus with nonsocialist nationalist groups. 
Both aimed at modernizing Indochina through industrialization, trade, and rep- 
resentative institutions. Both were positively inclined toward the idea of building 
acommon political arena for the Viet, Lao, Khmer, and highland minority peoples, 
so that they could stimulate one another’s quest for modernity. Both agreed that an 
Indochinese Federation should form a part of a new French Union and remain as- 
sociated with France in a progressive family of nations. 

What caused the two republics to clash was not just the question of Vietnamese 
national independence, although there was an acute conflict between the DRV’s 
quest for recognition of its authority and sovereignty and the French insistence on 
maintaining French sovereignty—and authority—in the colonies. An equally dif- 
ficult question concerned the geographical scope of the Vietnamese nation. Al- 
though the Vietnamese Revolution in August-September 1945 had its main origin 
in northern Indochina, in the country the French called “Tonkin,” the revolution- 
aries were committed to the idea of a united Vietnam stretching all the way down 
to the point of Ca Mau. They intended to give this united Vietnam a leading role 
in the modernization of the whole of Indochina, as the biggest and most advanced 
of three nations. 

The French rejected the Vietnamese national idea. They used the term “Viet- 
nam” only reluctantly, and spoke of “Annamites” or “Annamese” instead when re- 
ferring to the ethnic majority group in the protectorates of Tonkin and Annam and 
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the colony of Cochinchina. Both Gaullist and leftist colonial reformers were 
adamant that a modern, democratic Indochina should not come under “Annamite” 
domination, but build on a balance among five separate units: Cambodia, Laos, 
Cochinchina, Annam, and Tonkin. To the extent that they accepted the term “Viet- 
nam” which in the 1920s and 1930s had been the hallmark of noncommunist na- 
tionalists under Chinese inspiration, while the communists then mostly spoke of 
Indochina (Dong Duong), the French tended to see “Vietnam” as a new name only 
for Tonkin, and possibly the northern half of Annam. The French opposed the unifi- 
cation of the three Viet-dominated regions Bac Ky (Tonkin), Trung Ky (Annam), 
and Nam Ky (Cochinchina), which the Vietnamese nationalists preferred to call 
Bac Bo, Trung Bo, and Nam Bo; the use of the term “Bo” was a way of signaling 
that the north, central, and south regions belonged to the same nation. It was also 
a problem that in French legal terms, the most economically developed and mod- 
ern of the Indochinese lands, Cochinchina, had the status of a colony under full 
French sovereignty, and that this status could be altered only by a decision in the 
French National Assembly.! 

Cochinchina had been the first part of Indochina to be colonized by France, and 
it remained the cornerstone of the design made in Paris in early 1945 for a demo- 
cratic Indochinese Federation under French supervision and guidance. Saigon 
would be at the center of Indochina’s economic advancement; Hue and Hanoi were 
seen as more backward and subject to Chinese political influence; Phnom Penh and 
Vientiane were even more backward and would need French tutelage for a long time 
to come. 

The government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, formed in the “August 
Revolution” of 1945, claimed to represent a sovereign Vietnamese nation, with a 
right to full independence. Its claim to independence was grounded not just in gen- 
eral principles, but also in recent history. Bao Dai, the French-protected emperor 
of Annam, with nominal authority also in Tonkin, had gained nominal indepen- 
dence after Japan ousted the French regime in March 1945. When he abdicated vol- 
untarily in August 1945, he ceded his powers to the new Democratic Republic. Pres- 
ident Ho Chi Minh did not thus declare but confirm Vietnam's independence in his 
famous address to the people in Ba Dinh square in Hanoi on September 2, 1945. 
Shortly before Bao Dai abdicated, his government had obtained from Japan some- 
thing that France had always refused to concede: sovereignty also in Nam Ky 
(Cochinchina), hitherto under direct French rule, where the emperor had previ- 
ously had no say. Japan changed this in early August 1945, before it surrendered to 
the Allies, and when the revolution took place in all the three Viet lands just after 
the Japanese capitulation, the revolutionary leaders in Nam Bo’ capital, Saigon, did 
not set up a state of their own, but saw themselves as the local representatives of 
the new Democratic Republic of Vietnam, with Hanoi as its capital. 

France did not engage with the revolutionary institutions in the south, but 





FIGURE 1. The new Democratic Republic of Vietnam’s defining moment. Detail from 
a 1979 painting by Van Tho depicting Independence Day, September 2, 1945, in Ba 
Dinh Square, Hanoi. A citizen holds a parasol over the head of Uncle Ho Chi Minh, 
as servants once did for emperors and governors-general. Ho, dressed in plain brown 
clothes, addresses his people through a microphone and reads his famous Declaration 
confirming Vietnam independence, quoting from both the 1776 American Declara- 
tion of Independence and the 1791 French Declaration of the Rights of Man and the 
Citizen. The painting is reproduced here because it illustrates the importance of the 
Ba Dinh event in the creation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, not because 

it accurately reflects what actually happened. Oil on canvas done for the Museum of 
History’s permanent exhibition in 1979, based on a 1945 photograph by Nguyen Ba 
Khoan and on documentary materials and eyewitness accounts. Courtesy Van Tho 
and the Museum of History, Hanoi. 
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intended to establish a new system with a large degree of autonomy for each of five 
Indochinese peoples. French politicians saw themselves as representing la France 
nouvelle, a New France, with a mission to regenerate, not just France itself, but its 
former empire as well, which would be transformed into a solidary Union française. 
The French mood was characterized by what one scholar has called “imperialist op- 
timism,” an expectation that metropolitan and imperial—or federalist—constitu- 
tion-making would proceed hand in hand.” “La France nouvelle” was the term used 
by French socialists, communists, and Gaullists alike for the state they established 
after Marshal Philippe Pétain was ousted from Vichy and the Germans were driven 
out of Paris in the summer of 1944, which was led by General Charles de Gaulle 
until January 20, 1946. It remained “La France nouvelle” until the Fourth Repub- 
lic had been fully established, with a constitution that came into force on Decem- 
ber 24, 1946. Some of the most influential French politicians thought that inde- 
pendence should be the long-term aim for the French protectorates overseas, but 
in order to safeguard the French presence and prevent other foreign powers from 
taking over the French-ruled territories, they would not grant it immediately. They 
intended to secure the French presence in the Far East by setting up autonomous 
or self-governing units as parts of an Indochinese Federation, led by a French high 
commissioner. Through the introduction of a representative system, based on dem- 
ocratic elections, the Indochinese countries would then gradually be emancipated 
with a view to eventual independence. 

Developments in Vietnam during 1946 were complicated by a legacy of U.S. Pres- 
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt’s promotion ofa Chinese role in an international trustee- 
ship he had hoped to set up for Indochina after the end of World War II. Roosevelt 
had considered Indochina a part of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s military the- 
ater of operations in the war against Japan, and he hoped that Chinese troops would 
play the lead role in liberating Indochina. He had not been willing to let British Ad- 
miral Lord Louis Mountbatten’s South East Asia Command, with its headquarters 
in Kandy, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), take responsibility for Allied operations in Indochina, 
since Mountbatten would be likely to help de Gaulle retain the colony. At the 
Potsdam conference in July 1945, three months after Roosevelt’s death, and 
shortly before the Japanese surrender, a hasty compromise was reached, whereby 
Chiang Kai-shek got responsibility for Indochina north of the 16th parallel, and 
Mountbatten for the southern half. After the Japanese capitulation, which led to a 
temporary power vacuum, in which the Vietnamese “August Revolution” took place, 
British forces landed from the sea to disarm and repatriate the Japanese troops south 
of the 16th parallel (Cochinchina, Cambodia, the southern half of Annam, and the 
southernmost part of Laos), while a massive Chinese force crossed the border into 
the north (Tonkin, north Annam, and most of Laos) to disarm and repatriate the 
Japanese there. 

The division of the Nguyen dynasty’s Annamese heartland made it impossible 


LA, FRANCE 
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FIGURE 2. The global ambitions of the French Fourth Republic. On this map, from 

the back of a brochure intended to create support for the restoration of French rule 

in Indochina, lines run from the Cross of Lorraine, symbol of General de Gaulle’s Free 
French movement during World War II, to the various parts of the empire, soon to be 
liberated. De Gaulle’s government, reestablished in Paris in August 1944, planned to 
revive the former empire as the French Union (Union frangaise). Courtesy Annick Guénel. 
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to revive conservative monarchist policies in Hue after the abdication of Emperor 
Bao Dai on August 25, so Hue lost its historical role, and Hanoi and Saigon became 
the two main centers of power. The British helped the French crush the revolution 
in the south, and establish a new Indochinese administration centered in Saigon 
and led by de Gaulles choice as high commissioner, Admiral Georges Thierry đAr- 
genlieu. Meanwhile the Chinese occupation authorities tolerated the continued ex- 
istence of the DRV in the north, with Hanoi serving as capital both of the Vietnamese 
government and the Chinese occupation authorities. (Until the Vietnamese revo- 
lution, Hanoi had been the capital of the Indochinese Union as a whole.) As of Jan- 
uary 20, 1946, when de Gaulle suddenly announced his resignation as head of the 
French government, the Corps expéditionnaire francais en Extréme-Orient (CE- 
FEO) he had dispatched to Indochina under the command of General Philippe 
Leclerc de Hautecloque was only in control of southern Indochina. In Hanoi, France 
was represented by the powerless Jean Sainteny, who had been flown in on an Amer- 
ican plane from China. He tried to prepare for the arrival of French forces later, 
while seeking to protect French civilians against local nationalist agitators and Chi- 
nese occupation forces. 

The confrontation between the DRV and the French Fourth Republic thus took 
different forms in north and south Vietnam. In the south, the French quickly as- 
sumed control and refused to accept any representatives of the DRV. In the north, 
the revolutionary Vietnamese government controlled the state apparatus and most 
of the provinces, but in an uneasy relationship with the Chinese military, which 
forced the Vietnamese communists to share power with the leaders of two China- 
oriented anticommunist parties, the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang (Viet Nam Na- 
tionalist Party), or VNQDD, and the Viet Nam Cach Menh Dong Minh Hoi (Viet- 
namese Revolutionary League), or DMH. Ho Chi Minh’s DRV government thus 
formed a double aim: on the one hand, to secure the republic in the north by build- 
ing political and administrative strength and developing a strong army, and, on the 
other, to promote the struggle against France in the south. After a series of initial 
defeats, the Vietnamese military forces in the south regrouped and adopted the strat- 
egy and tactics of a protracted guerrilla struggle. While seeking to repress the in- 
surgents in the south, the French engaged in parallel talks with Chiang Kai-shek’s 
government in Chongqing and the DRV government in Hanoi with a view to ob- 
taining the withdrawal of all Chinese troops from northern Indochina, so that 
French forces could return to the only part of the French empire that had not yet 
been reoccupied. On October 4, 1945, the French government appointed Jean Sain- 
teny as commissioner of the French Republic for northern Indochina (Tonkin and 
North Annam). He held his first important, but inconsequential, talks with Ho Chi 
Minh on December 1, 1945. It was assumed by everyone in Hanoi that France would 
at some point reestablish its military presence in northern Indochina, although this 
would require Chinas consent. 
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This book does not aim to analyze in any depth the arguments and positions 
developed by the DRV and the new French Fourth Republic in the negotiations 
between them in Hanoi, leading to a preliminary agreement on March 6, 1946, in 
the failed negotiations at Dalat in Vietnam's central highlands in April-May, or at 
Fontainebleau south of Paris in July-September. Neither will the book go deeply 
into the military aspects of the war in the south. The focus will be on the question 
of peace and war between France and the DRV in its northern heartland. The book 
dwells on two periods of crisis: February-March 1946 and November-December 
1946, the first leading to a temporary peace, the second to a long-drawn-out war. 


NOT YET COLD WAR 


It is easy to forget that 1946 was before the real onset of the Cold War. The wartime 
alliance between the Western powers and the Soviet Union was still in fresh mem- 
ory. Stalin was not yet generally perceived as an autocratic villain. In Paris, the Al- 
lies were haggling over the peace treaties with Italy and the Axis satellites. No one 
knew as yet that the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan would be proclaimed 
the following year, and Germany was still occupied territory, divided into four oc- 
cupation zones. In Asia, the United States had not committed itself to supporting 
Chiang Kai-shek in his war with the Chinese Red Army, but urged him to negoti- 
ate. To the extent that they had time to think about Indochina, both Harry S Tru- 
man and Chiang Kai-shek looked favorably on the recently formed DRV, hoped the 
French would recognize it, and that noncommunist Vietnamese nationalists would 
gain a greater say in its affairs. The Vietnamese communists were collaborating un- 
easily with a plethora of noncommunist nationalist groups, both within and out- 
side the Viet Minh front. Back in Europe, the French Communist Party was also in 
government, in a coalition with the socialists (SFIO), the radicals, and Christian 
Democrats (MRP), and was represented on the committee that coordinated French 
Indochina policy. It was a period of opportunity, with open front lines. 

By February 1946, the new French Republic did not yet have a constitution, al- 
though several drafts had already been considered and rejected in the one and a 
half years that had passed since Paris was liberated by the Free French forces of Gen- 
eral Leclerc, an aristocrat whose original name was Philippe de Hautecloque, but 
who preferred to use the more popular name Leclerc. He had commanded the forces 
who liberated Paris in August 1944, enabling General Charles de Gaulle to install 
his provisional government in the French capital. De Gaulle’s France demanded 
recognition as one of the world’s four great powers, won a permanent seat on the 
new United Nations Security Council, and intended to play an independent role in 
relations with the “Anglo-Saxons” and the Soviet Union. Eager to align France with 
the emerging Western camp, British and American policy-makers sought to avoid 
measures that might offend French feelings or strengthen the French communists, 
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as well as to help secure fundamental French interests such as the need for coal. The 
Russians felt a similar need to treat France with care. They wanted to keep France 
out of the emerging Anglo-American alliance and thus applauded some of the in- 
dependent French policies in Germany. 

In Asia, the Vietnamese August Revolution was a part ofa nationalist wave, which 
in the wake of Japan’s capitulation brought India, Burma, the Philippines, and In- 
donesia their independence. It was also a part of a communist drive that in 1949 
triumphed in China, but was defeated militarily in Malaya and stalemated in Ko- 
rea. These outcomes, however, could not be foreseen in 1946. The war in Indochina 
began long before this part of the world claimed the sustained attention of the lead- 
ing statesmen in Moscow and Washington. When occasionally Vietnam was taken 
into account, it was seen in relation to their overall relations with France. This is 
why a study of the outbreak of the First Indochina War must concentrate on the bi- 
lateral Franco- Vietnamese relationship, while paying close attention to the role of 
the main third party, Nationalist China, and not exaggerating the importance of 
the roles played by the USSR and the United States. 

It is time to introduce the two clashing republics, their parties, and their leaders. 


THE DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 


Although the DRV took over many buildings and personnel from the French colo- 
nial administration and from Bao Dai’s State of Vietnam, it was primarily the cre- 
ation of an Independence League, the Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh (Viet Minh 
for short), and its leader Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969). “Ho Chi Minh” was a name 
adopted during World War II by a man who was known to most of his countrymen 
as Nguyen Ai Quoc (He Who Loves His Homeland). Quoc had been the founder 
and main exile leader of the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP), which he estab- 
lished in 1930. During World War II, he operated in the border region between 
China and Indochina, assisting the Chinese authorities, and also the American 
Office of Strategic Services (OSS), with intelligence from inside Indochina. His aim 
was to liberate Indochina from the French and Japanese “double yoke” 

When local nationalist and communist groups seized power in all of Vietnam's 
major cities and administrative centers in August 1945, they did so under the ban- 
ner of the Viet Minh, which had been organized and led by Ho Chi Minh, first in 
southern China and, after 1941, from secret headquarters on the Vietnamese side 
of the border. There was originally no central leadership of the revolution, which 
happened as a spontaneous chain reaction, with one city or town inspiring another, 
and numerous Viet Minh committees being formed, both with and without the par- 
ticipation of organized communists. In the days after the Japanese surrender on Au- 
gust 15, Viet Minh top leaders were marching down to Hanoi from liberated areas 
in the mountainous region, with no means of communicating with the local revo- 
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lutionary leaders elsewhere. Ho and his main collaborators were welcomed by 
Hanoi’s local leaders when they arrived, and they then formed Vietnam’s first re- 
publican government. A delegation went from Hanoi to Hue to obtain the emperor's 
abdication, and when he gave up his throne voluntarily, he was invited to Hanoi to 
serve as the new government's Supreme Advisor. With his age, experience, and per- 
sonal charm, Ho Chi Minh stood out as the obvious candidate for the presidency 
of the new republic. He would simultaneously hold the offices of president and for- 
eign minister. For the first time, the name Ho Chi Minh made headlines through- 
out the world. When Ho appeared before the masses in Hanoi on September 2, 1945, 
asking through a modern microphone “Can you hear me?” and getting a roar of 
approval in response, only a few in his audience knew for certain that he was the 
famous communist Nguyen Ai Quoc. Less than two months after the proclamation 
of the republic, the Research and Intelligence Service of the Department of State in 
Washington issued a 90-page intelligence survey containing biographies of sixty- 
nine prominent nationalist leaders in French Indochina. Ten pages were reserved 
for Ho Chi Minh, who was presented as “Nguyen Ai Quoc (now known as Ho Chi 
Minh; alias Ly-Thuy; Mr. C. M. Hoo)? The report affirmed with great certainty that 
Nguyen Ai Quoc was the same person as Ho Chi Minh and said he was the most 
experienced and intelligent of the “Annamite nationalist-communist leaders . . . with 
a remarkable degree of organizing ability’ 

Nguyen Tat Thanh, the later Nguyen Ai Quoc and Ho Chi Minh, and so on, 
claimed to have been born in 1890. This may be true, and most authors accept it as 
his birth year, although the birth date given, May 19, is clearly not correct. It was 
chosen for him in 1946 because the republic wanted a public celebration before its 
president went on a high-profile visit to France. At the age of twenty-one—if we ac- 
cept 1890 as his birth year—Thanh left Indochina to work his way around the world 
ona French ship. After having visited England and America, he went to Paris, where 
he took part in the foundation of the French Communist Party and argued the cause 
of the oppressed colonies through articles in small leftist publications. In the 1920s, 
he spent some time with the Comintern in Moscow and participated in the orga- 
nizing of its Southeast Asian department. Then he worked with Comintern networks 
in China and Siam, and in 1930, he played the decisive role in uniting different fac- 
tions of the Indochinese communist movement and founding the ICP. 

The French Sûreté (Security Service) had been chasing him for years when he 
was arrested by the British in Hong Kong in 1931. They considered French requests 
for his extradition to Indochina, where he would surely have been executed, but 
decided against doing so. The international communist press provided the disin- 
formation in 1932 that he had died from tuberculosis,‘ but the British actually re- 
leased him in January 1933 and let him embark on a Chinese ship bound for Shan- 
tou. Eventually, he made his way to Moscow, where he attended the Seventh 
Congress of the Comintern in the summer of 1935, but not as leader of the In- 
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dochinese delegation. This was the Congress that decided to form broad popular 
fronts to stop fascism, a policy subsequently also adopted by the ICP, although it 
had settled for a more sectarian strategy at its second congress in Macao, held ear- 
lier in the year." During the short period of the French socialist Léon Blums French 
Popular Front Government 1936-37, the nationalist and communist parties in In- 
dochina were permitted to work legally. Ho Chi Minh made no attempt to return 
to his homeland in this period, however; he got stuck in Russia until October 1938, 
surviving Stalins purges, and then went to Xian in northern China.° 

Toward the end of 1937, the ICP again came under heavy repression, and many 
of Ho Chi Minh’s collaborators, such as Le Duan, Duong Bach Mai, and Tran Huy 
Lieu were arrested before the party went underground in 1939. Much of the party 
was destroyed when the French repressed a rebellion based in the south in 1940, 
but a new party leadership was constituted in the Hanoi region, where the lead 
ideologue of the ICP for the next forty years, Truong Chinh (Dang Xuan Khu), 
who had been released from prison under the French Popular Front government, 
and who edited the party’s clandestine regional newspaper in Tonkin from 1940 
on, managed to operate clandestinely throughout the whole of World War II with- 
out being captured. At a Central Committee meeting held in 1941 to reorganize 
the party after its leadership structure in the south had been smashed by the French, 
Truong Chinh was elected secretary-general, a function he would keep until 1956— 
and resume for a few months in 1986.” Others, like Pham Van Dong and Vo Nguyen 
Giap fled to China in 1940, where they eventually joined up with Ho Chi Minh. 
These two men would remain his closest confidants among the younger genera- 
tion. Pham Van Dong would play a key managerial and diplomatic role and lead 
the Vietnamese delegation that negotiated in France in summer 1946. Vo Nguyen 
Giap was the founder and commander of the Vietnamese National Liberation Army 
and, as such, played the main role in the two crises under study here, beside Ho 
Chi Minh himself. 

Vo Nguyen Giap was born on August 21, 1911, in Quang Binh, central Vietnam 
and, when these lines were written in 2009, was still occasionally receiving visitors 
in his villa in central Hanoi. He studied at the best French secondary schools in 
Hue and Hanoi, and he was already engaging in political work as a teenager. In 1937, 
he joined the ICP, while studying law and teaching at a private school in Hanoi. 
After the violent repression of the revolt instigated by the southern branch of the 
ICP in Cochinchina in 1940, he found life untenable in Hanoi, too, left his young 
bride and unborn child and went into exile in China, where he met Ho Chi Minh, 
and gave up an idea to visit to the Chinese communist capital Yenan. He followed 
Ho Chi Minh into the mountainous border region of Cao Bang province in north- 
ern Vietnam, learned the local minority languages, and formed lifelong friendships 
with many local leaders. In December 1944, he founded the National Liberation 
Army of Vietnam. In the first government formed by Ho Chi Minh after the Au- 
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gust Revolution, Giap was minister of the interior; as of March 1946, he chaired a 
National Resistance Committee, headed a Vietnamese delegation that held futile 
negotiations with French representatives at Dalat in Vietnams central highlands in 
April-May, and served as minister of defense from November. 

During most of World War II, French Indochina remained a French colony, un- 
der the administration of Admiral Jean Decoux, who accepted the establishment 
of Japanese bases in the country and stayed loyal to Marshal Pétain in Vichy. De- 
coux remained in control of Indochina’s internal affairs and was able to repress the 
activities even of pro-Japanese nationalist parties. He followed an antimodernist 
policy, seeking to raise the prestige of the Lao, Cambodian, and Annamese mon- 
archs, under French protection, with strong emphasis on traditional values, and at- 
tempted to establish a basic moral affinity between Confucianism and Pétainism.® 
French Indochina’ collaboration with Japan was the main reason why President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt could allow himself to adopt an anti-French policy in the Far 
East and promote the establishment of an international trusteeship to replace French 
colonial rule.’ On March 9, 1945, some of the basis for this anti-French U.S. policy 
disappeared when Japan suddenly struck against the French colonial army and top- 
pled Decoux’s administration. The Allies had long since driven Pétain out of 
France, and Decoux’s regime looked like an anomaly. The new French government of 
General de Gaulle had established secret contacts with influential elements of the 
Decoux administration, however, and this had not gone unnoticed. The Japanese 
feared a U.S. invasion of Indochina, and that the French would assist the invaders. 
This was why they overthrew the Decoux regime on March 9. The majority of the 
French colonial troops were quickly defeated and placed in concentration camps, 
but some French forces were able to avoid capture by fleeing to China. The Japa- 
nese then set up a puppet regime in Hue under Emperor Bao Dai. De Gaulle used 
the Japanese coup to push for a change in Roosevelt’s Indochina policy. Then Roo- 
sevelt died, and just a few days afterward, U.S. Secretary of State Edward Stettinius 
promised his French counterpart to respect Frances sovereignty in its Southeast 
Asian colonies. Still, Truman did not ask de Gaulle’s advice when agreeing at the 
July conference in Potsdam to divide Indochina into Chinese and British military 
theaters, with no military role for France.!° 

Meanwhile, the Japanese coup greatly facilitated the political work of Ho Chi 
Minh and his Viet Minh league. Viet Minh established a “liberated zone” in the north 
of Vietnam and expanded its network to much of Indochina, while continuing to 
provide assistance to Chinese and American intelligence organizations and help- 
ing downed American pilots. Ho Chi Minh even received an American OSS mis- 
sion at his headquarters in north Vietnam.!! 

The Japanese, in this late phase of the war, had little interest in fighting the Viet 
Minh and restricted themselves to holding the main cities and communication lines. 
They allowed Bao Dai’s government to appoint a number of reform-oriented Viet- 
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namese to leading administrative positions, and the Viet Minh seized the oppor- 
tunity to infiltrate the public administration. Since August 1944, the Viet Minh lead- 
ership had been planning to seize power in Indochina in the final phase of the Pacific 
War. “We shall not even have to seize power by force, for there will be no power 
anymore, a document dated August 6, 1944, asserted.!* The news of Hiroshima, 
Nagasaki, and the Soviet attack on Manchuria in mid-August 1945 gave the signal 
for the “August Revolution? Revolutionary activists seized power quickly, first in 
Hanoi, later in Hue and Saigon. Then Ho and Giap arrived in Hanoi, and when Bao 
Dai abdicated in Hue, Ho Chi Minh was able to deliver his famous declaration, 
confirming Vietnam’s independence, on September 2, with a U.S. officer in the first 
row below the podium and U.S. airplanes circling in the sky above. The Japanese 
did not want to spill any blood in preventing the Vietnamese Revolution. The war 
was lost, and most of them returned to their barracks, although several thousand 
soldiers and officers deserted in order to serve as military instructors or even com- 
batants in the Vietnamese Army. Those who remained in their barracks would soon 
receive British orders to assist in quelling the revolution in the south and dutifully 
carried out the task. Japanese thus fought and died on both sides.!3 

The military power vacuum that emerged after the Japanese capitulation and 
lasted until the arrival of British and Chinese occupation forces three weeks later 
made the Vietnamese Revolution possible. Ho Chi Minh could not have anticipated 
the Japanese surrender. He and Giap had been preparing their forces for a general 
uprising in support of an expected Allied invasion. The Japanese surrender took 
them by surprise, but the fact that they had established themselves as leaders of an 
Independence League and a National Liberation Army made them obvious lead- 
ers of the new republic. Truong Chinh, the ICP’s secretary-general, took a more 
backstage role. 

Bao Dai’s abdication invested the DRV with essential national legitimacy, forc- 
ing those nationalist groups who looked on Ho Chi Minh with suspicion to seek 
a role within the framework of the new republican institutions. The alignment of 
forces inside Indochina was favorable to the Viet Minh’s cause. A majority of the 
people were united in support of independence. The alignment of forces interna- 
tionally, however, was not similarly beneficial. No foreign country even consid- 
ered recognizing the DRV; it took many a long time even to learn of its existence. 
The world took French sovereignty in Indochina more or less for granted, and the 
Vietnamese Revolution was barely noticed in the international communist press.'4 
General de Gaulles French government left no doubt about its intention to dis- 
patch an expeditionary force and to reestablish French rule in Indochina. De 
Gaulle made known immediately after the Japanese surrender that he had ap- 
pointed Admiral Georges Thierry đArgenlieu as high commissioner and General 
Leclerc as commander of a French expeditionary force. The Central Committee 
of the ICP was correct in pointing out, as its spokesman said in a speech at Ba 
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Dinh square in Hanoi, September 2: “the easier the seizure of power, the more 
difficult to preserve it”! 

The Corps expéditionnaire frangais was still far away when the August Revolu- 
tion took place, however, so the troops first on the spot to accept the Japanese sur- 
render were British and Chinese, although a few French representatives parachuted 
in to represent the sovereign power and establish contact with French officers and 
soldiers in Japanese prisons and concentration camps and with the thousands of 
French civilians who had been living under precarious conditions since March 9. 
When Lord Mountbatten’s British South East Asia Command had been established 
in 1943, no formal agreement had been reached on responsibility for Allied oper- 
ations in Indochina. The British had wanted Indochina to come under Mountbat- 
ten’s responsibility, along with Thailand and Burma. The Americans, under the in- 
fluence of Roosevelt's trusteeship plan, had wanted it to be part of Chiang Kai-shek’s 
theater of operations. Indochina was a matter of interallied dispute on several oc- 
casions, so when the British-American Combined Chiefs of Staff agreed at Pots- 
dam in July 1945 on a compromise, this came as the result of a protracted quarrel. 
The compromise solution of splitting Indochina into two theaters had a profound 
and long-lasting influence on Vietnamese history.!6 

Some twenty days after the Japanese capitulation, and a week after Ho Chi Minh’s 
independence proclamation, British troops arrived by ship in Saigon, while a huge 
Chinese army marched across the northern border. The British wanted to transfer 
power to French forces as soon as possible, but some of the Chinese commanders 
planned to resist French reoccupation of Tonkin and establish a China-friendly 
regime in Vietnam. On September 23, French soldiers from the Japanese prison 
camps, rearmed by the British, staged a coup in Saigon and took control of all main 
public buildings. This led to a wave of killings in the next days, including a mas- 
sacre on French civilians at the Cité Héraud. On October 5, General Leclerc arrived 
in Saigon. French, British, and Japanese forces now jointly “pacified” the country, 
with Japanese troops used for the toughest operations. By February 1946, with 
British help, the French had gained control of all big towns and main communica- 
tion lines and a majority of the villages south of the 16th parallel.! If the United 
States had conceded to the British at Potsdam in July and placed the whole of In- 
dochina under Mountbatten, the French would most likely have been able to oust 
Ho Chi Minh’s revolutionary government from Hanoi in the fall of 1945, thus im- 
mediately provoking general warfare.'* It was the presence of a large Chinese army 
that allowed the Viet Minh to establish itself as the leading force in the new repub- 
lic, with a legitimate claim to representing the southern part of the nation as well. 

What was the Viet Minh? It was a nationalist front organization with many non- 
communist members, but under communist domination, most clearly at the level 
of the top leadership. Before World War II, the Vietnamese communist movement 
had been ravaged by factional strife between internationalists who saw themselves 
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as part of a global class struggle and nationalists who were inspired by Lenin’s the- 
sis about the right of nations to self-determination and looked to the Soviet Union 
for guidance in the anti-imperialist struggle. Ho Chi Minh was one of the latter and 
benefited during World War II from the general swing of communist parties to- 
ward accommodating national symbols and promoting national resistance against 
fascism, militarism, and imperialism. In the first ten years after the ICP was 
founded in 1930, its main leaders were based partly in exile, partly in the Saigon 
area, but after the southern rebellion was crushed by the French in 1940, a new lead- 
ership established itself in the north around Truong Chinh, Hoang Van Thu, and 
Hoang Quoc Viet. They were infrequently in contact with Ho Chi Minh’s move- 
ment in the Chinese border region, which from the beginning was dominated by 
leading members of the ICP. After the Japanese overthrew the French colonial 
regime on March 9, Viet Minh groups were quickly set up in provinces and dis- 
tricts throughout northern Vietnam, and among the ethnic Viet in Laos as well, but 
southern Vietnam followed a different path. The communists there had their own 
front organization, the Vanguard Youth, which was tolerated by the Japanese and 
had no contact with Ho Chi Minh. Its leader, a freemason and medical doctor named 
Pham Ngoc Thach, cooperated openly with Japanese authorities, while at the same 
time keeping in constant touch with clandestine communist leaders.!? The ICP as 
such also operated more openly in the south than in the north, and it was divided 
in two mutually hostile factions. In the “August Revolution,’ the northern Viet Minh 
won out. The Vanguard Youth dissolved, and the role of the ICP became more dis- 
creet in the south as well. 

On November 11, 1945, at Ho Chi Minh instigation, according to the party vet- 
eran Hoang Tung, the ICP made a move that would later expose it to serious crit- 
icism in the international communist movement: it publicly dissolved itself. Ho had 
had to plead strongly with Secretary-General Truong Chinh to get him to endorse 
such a heretical move, Hoang recalls.” Vietnamese communists would always later 
claim, just as the French did at the time, that the dissolution was a sham. The party 
had simply gone underground and continued to operate in the guise of “Marxist 
Study Groups,” or, as Truong Chinh called it, the “Organization [Doan the].” He 
and some other party leaders, like Hoang Quoc Viet, Nguyen Luong Bang, and 
Hoang Van Hoan, worked from the shadows, while others in the party’s inner cir- 
cle, like Ho Chi Minh, Vo Nguyen Giap, Pham Van Dong, and Hoang Huu Nam, 
held positions exposed to the public eye. Nguyen Luong Bang for some time served 
as the nominal leader of the Viet Minh front. It seems possible, although this re- 
mains to be established, that the dissolution of the ICP was more real than is gen- 
erally assumed. Party work was probably neglected in 1946-47, if not by Truong 
Chinh, then by many of those who dedicated their time to official state functions. 
The French intelligence archives from this period contain heaps of captured Viet 
Minh and DRV documents, but very few documents emanating from any “Com- 
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munist Party” or “Organization.” There was no party newspaper after Truong Chinh’s 
Co Giai Phong was closed down, just a theoretical monthly review, Su That, which 
was so theoretical that its real impact is likely to have been limited. If the ICP op- 
erated in disguise, the disguise must have seriously hampered the growth and func- 
tioning of the party as such, perhaps even prevented it from wielding much influence 
on many important decisions.”! 

The dissolution of the ICP was publicly explained in terms of an exceptional 
opportunity to gain national independence; the need for national unification with- 
out any class or party distinctions; the will to prove that the communists were able 
to make great sacrifices and to place the interests of the fatherland above those of 
class and party; and the desire to avoid misunderstandings both in Vietnam and 
abroad.” In reality, however, the reason was the need to reassure the Chinese oc- 
cupation authorities. This was difficult, but ultimately successful. While Chiang Kai- 
shek engaged in open warfare with the communists in China, his forces in northern 
Indochina tolerated the communist-dominated DRV and encouraged cooperation 
between it and the anticommunist parties VNQDD and Dong Minh Hoi. 

From 1941 to March 1946, the Viet Minh went through several phases. First came 
the clandestine phase from 1941 to March 1945; then there was a second phase from 
March to August, when the fall of the French colonial regime created great oppor- 
tunities for spreading the word and setting up Viet Minh groups in many parts of 
northern Indochina. Third came the phase from August 1945 to March 1946, when 
the Viet Minh and the institutions of the new republic overlapped. The period un- 
der study in the present book, from March to December 1946, was a fourth phase, 
when elaborate attempts were made to draw a line between the DRV as a state and 
the Viet Minh as a political front organization.” One reason for making the dis- 
tinction between party and front was that the VNQDD and Dong Minh Hoi, whose 
leaders had been rivals of Ho Chi Minh’s in southern China during the whole of 
World War IL got their share of the political power, with control of certain min- 
istries and also certain regions, which they occupied with their own separate 
armies. Most of them rejected invitations to join the Viet Minh front and were con- 
sidered likely traitors by the communist leaders. A broader front, the Lien Viet, was 
founded in order to pull them into the fold, and create a wider national consensus, 
but this met with only limited success, and the communist-led national liberation 
movement continued both nationally and internationally to go by the name Viet 
Minh. It included a small Socialist Party and a more influential Democratic Party, 
which would both continue to exist as communist “fellow travelers” right up to 1990, 
when these two parties were dissolved. 

In the first phase, Viet Minh was organized through two parallel hierarchies, one 
vertical, with elected leaders, and one horizontal, with leaders appointed from above. 
The vertical system consisted of different types of organizations: parties, youth or- 
ganizations, women’s organizations, religious organizations, the army, and so on. 
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The horizontal system was based on a hierarchy of committees, each covering a 
geographic area. Politically, control from the top was rigid, but in practical matters, 
each committee enjoyed considerable freedom of action. 

In each region, the vertical and horizontal systems were united at the top by a Viet 
Minh committee. Its chairman was appointed from above, but a certain number of 
members were elected as representatives of the vertical organizations. On the national 
level, the Central Committee included representatives of all the vertical organiza- 
tions, representatives of each of the three Vietnamese regions, and the leaders of spe- 
cial organizations, such as the armed forces, the propaganda bureau, and the finan- 
cial organization. Until the August Revolution, Ho Chi Minh chaired the Central 
Committee, but when he became president of the republic, Nguyen Luong Bang took 
over as chair. The Central Committee elected a Direction Committee (Tong Bo), or 
political bureau, which took care of the Viet Minh’s day-to-day leadership. In his 
highly influential and generally reliable Histoire du Viét-Nam de 1940 à 1952 (1952), 
Philippe Devillers lists the following eight persons as the probable Tong Bo mem- 
bers in 1946: Ho Chi Minh, Truong Chinh, Vo Nguyen Giap, Pham Van Dong, Tran 
Huy Lieu, Hoang Quoc Viet, Ho Tung Mau, and Nguyen Luong Bang.” 

In the second phase, after the August Revolution, the horizontal system simply 
replaced the old indigenous administration in the French protectorates of Annam 
and Tonkin, which had already been thoroughly infiltrated by communists. They 
now took control of the state apparatus by appointing new personnel and setting 
up People’s Committees. This is how the Viet Minh came to overlap with the state. 
On January 6, 1946, Vietnam held its first national elections, but in most areas only 
the Viet Minh fielded candidates. Voters could choose from a number of names on 
the ballots, and those receiving the greatest number of votes were elected. Before the 
elections, the Chinese generals brokered a deal between the Viet Minh and the two 
China-oriented nationalist parties VNQDD and Dong Minh Hoi, allowing the lat- 
ter to designate seventy unelected delegates to the National Assembly. This made 
the Viet Minh look more like one of three parties than an over-riding national 
consensus organization, yet the Viet Minh remained dominant, and although the 
VNQDD and DMH were awarded some nominally important positions in the gov- 
ernment, they were never given real control. 

It is of special interest to examine decision-making at the top level, and the di- 
vision of roles between the ICP, or “Organization, the Tong Bo Viet Minh and the 
Government Council (cabinet). This also interested the French intelligence serv- 
ices, who thought that the Tong Bo was meeting at least once a week. In addition, 
it had another weekly meeting with key officials in all important ministries. At this 
meeting, Tong Bo decisions were, according to French intelligence, “communicated 
for execution,” although discussion of them was allowed. If this is correct, the Tong 
Bo must have held more power than the Government Council. It seems more likely, 
however, that the French confused the Tong Bo with the Standing Bureau of the 
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Communist Party. In French intelligence reports, there are few mentions of the ICP, 
and none of any Central Committee, whereas later Vietnamese historiography 
claims that all strategic decisions were taken by the party. This may indicate that a 
historical reinterpretation has taken place, where party meetings have been invented, 
but it seems more likely that the French were fooled. It is difficult to ascertain to 
what extent the party was able to uphold its basic functions after its formal disso- 
lution, but one particular document, to which we shall return in a later chapter, is 
of particular importance for what it reveals about the party. This is an organiza- 
tional directive conceived by Truong Chinh and formally issued on December 22, 
1946, three days after the outbreak of war in Hanoi. The front page of the directive 
carries only the title of the document and no name of any organization. But the sec- 
ond page starts with the greeting “Comrades C.S.,” with “C.S? meaning “Cong San” 
(communists), and has a foreword signed “T.V.T.U.D.C.S.D.D.? which any Viet- 
namese communist would recognize as “Standing Bureau of the Central Commit- 
tee of the Indochinese Communist Party”? This proves that Truong Chinh’s Stand- 
ing Bureau did exist. 

The relationship between the “moderate” and “extremist” tendencies within the 
Vietnamese leadership fascinated the French intelligence services. Their informers 
claimed there were two factions vying for power, and this prompted the French to 
try to provoke a split. Ho Chi Minh was seen as moderate. The special services 
knew that he worked closely with two other moderates, his party comrade Hoang 
Huu Nam and the socialist Hoang Minh Giam. The intelligence services disagreed 
among themselves on the role of Vo Nguyen Giap, but most saw him as a leading 
extremist. If the French were right to point to internal differences among the Viet 
Minh leaders, their attempts to sow dissension were always futile. The cohesion and 
discipline of the Vietnamese communists, enhanced by loyalty to Ho Chi Minh, 
proved to be extremely solid. 

As of February 1946, Ho had been president of the DRV for five months. It had 
required great personal skill to remain in power. He continually had to negotiate 
with opposing nationalist parties, Chinese generals and advisors, the remaining 
Japanese officers, and French representatives arriving by plane or by parachute. Hos 
charm and talent for gaining the friendship of his adversaries played an essential 
part in the Vietnamese effort to deal with China and France. General Leclerc, Com- 
missioner Jean Sainteny, Minister Marius Moutet, and Prime Minister Georges 
Bidault, if not Admiral d'Argenlieu, were all addressed as “Dear friend” in Ho’ let- 
ters, and he surely must have found the proper terms to ingratiate himself with the 
Chinese generals as well. Those who met the communist veteran with the long, white 
beard often testified to the profound impression he left on them. “An autodidact of 
great intelligence, having acquired through dedicated work a vast culture, certainly 
sincere in his convictions, absolutely incorruptible, [and an] ardent patriot, Ho Chi 
Minh is undisputedly a powerful character? a French officer wrote in 1947. “His 
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tenacity, his energy, his devious abilities, [and] his long experience with Bolshevik 
methods make him a dangerous revolutionary chief, who, in order to attain his aim, 
the unlimited independence of Vietnam, will not retreat before any of the means 
employed to stop him??? 

In his memoirs, Jean Sainteny likewise evokes Ho's “vast culture, his intelligence, 
his incredible level of activity, his asceticism and his absolute incorruptibility” Pro- 
fessor Paul Mus, one of the best-informed French specialists on Vietnam, who had 
played a role in French “psychological warfare” during World War II,” told a con- 
tact in 1947 that Ho was an “actor of genius,” and, like any such genius, could act 
only on the basis of his sincerity. In his memoirs, Vo Nguyen Giap, himself more 
cold and calculating, notes the fabulously persuasive force of his master. But Giap 
does not see the importance of Hos sincerity. In Giap’s rational brain, Hơs charm 
is reduced to a tool: “Uncle Ho had an extraordinary flair for detecting the thoughts 
and feelings of the enemy. With great shrewdness, he worked out a concrete treat- 
ment for each type and each individual. .. . Even his enemies, men who were no- 
toriously anti-communist, showed respect for him. They seemed to lose some of 
their aggressiveness when they were in his presence”? Giap stirred awe and ad- 
miration, but Ho inspired devotion. 

During the high tide of world communism in the mid twentieth century, Ho 
Chi Minh was ranked among the world’s outstanding communist leaders: Lenin, 
Stalin, Mao, Kim Il Sung, and Castro. From the vantage point of 2009, he seems the 
only one to stand a chance of surviving the test of history without being morally 
discredited. Even the dull historian whose favorite pastime is to page through dusty 
documents cannot escape Hos magnetism. His letters and telegrams are always out 
of the ordinary. So among those who have been struck by Ho Chi Minhs shrewd 
charm, one must also count the historian. 


THE NEW FRANCE 


La France nouvelle did not have any similarly cohesive leadership. Until January 20, 
1946, it was led by the towering figure of General Charles de Gaulle, whose lifespan 
(1890-1970), overlaps almost exactly with that of Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969). De 
Gaulle played an essential role in designing the decision-making system for Indochina 
that remained in place through the whole of 1946. When he resigned as prime min- 
ister (président du Conseil) on January 20 and withdrew to his native Colombey-les- 
Deux-Eglises, the Fourth Republic went through a difficult period of constitution- 
making, with four successive coalition governments in less than one year. Two persons 
stand out, however, as particularly important in seeking to lay the foundation for a 
viable French Union and a reformed French Indochina: the socialist Marius Moutet 
(1876-1968) and the Christian Democrat Georges Bidault (1899-1983). 

In a speech to the French National Assembly on March 18, 1947, Minister for 
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Overseas France Marius Moutet looked back on the previous year, and admitted 
that he had been convinced that Ho Chi Minh was sincere in his wish to cooper- 
ate with France: “I am a man who is accustomed to his kind. I am old enough to 
know them,’ he claimed. He was sufficiently experienced to know that what a “Far 
Easterner” says should never be accepted as if it were “words from the Gospel? Still, 
he was sure that Ho had been impressed by France, which had treated him as a 
“real head of state??? 

Marius Moutet was fourteen years older than Ho. He was elected for the first 
time to the French National Assembly in 1914, with strong support from the so- 
cialist pioneer Jean Jaurès. After the war, he specialized in the colonial question and 
called for a generous policy of assimilation, denouncing the practice of brutal re- 
pression in the colonies and advocating respect for democratic liberties. When the 
socialist Léon Blum formed his Popular Front government on June 4, 1936, he chose 
Moutet as minister of colonies, a portfolio he kept until April 10, 1938. At his in- 
stigation, France banned the use of forced labor in all the colonies and carried out 
a number of legal reforms protecting social and democratic rights. Moutet was the 
first French colonial minister to appoint a black person, Félix Eboué, to an impor- 
tant post in the colonial administration, as governor first of Guadeloupe, later of 
French Equatorial Africa. In 1940, after the French defeat by Hitler’s army, Moutet 
was one of ninety members of the French National Assembly who voted against the 
motion to yield full powers to Marshal Pétain. Then he went underground. After 
the Liberation, Moutet was elected to the Constitutive Assembly and took charge 
of the Ministry of Overseas France on January 22, 1946, after de Gaulle had resigned. 
Moutet had actively opposed de Gaulle’s wish for a “presidential republic” with a 
strong executive. Like most other veterans of the French Third Republic, Moutet 
wanted a constitution with a powerful National Assembly that could effectively con- 
trol the executive. 

During World War II, de Gaulle’s and Vichy’s colonial policies were actually quite 
similar. While Vichy sought to strengthen its overseas empire to compensate for its 
limited power in Europe, de Gaulle wanted to use the colonies as a base for mak- 
ing a contribution to the Allied cause. They thus had a common interest in main- 
taining the firmest possible foothold in the colonies, yet Pétainists and Gaullists 
fought each other bitterly in the colonies during the war, and Governor-General 
Jean Decoux eagerly purged the Indochinese administration of Gaullists. While Pé- 
tain and Decoux openly expressed an authoritarian ideology, de Gaulle worked 
closely with representatives of the political Left and Center, communists, socialists, 
radicals, and Christian Democrats. After the war, when Admiral Decoux was re- 
ceived by de Gaulle in Paris for a brief encounter, the general was in Decoux’s words 
“more than cold; he was glacial, as it suits the ‘First Resistant of France’ when re- 
ceiving a common governor-general from the abhorred Vichy regime”?! At that 
time, Moutet did not yet wield much influence on French colonial policy, but pro- 
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gressive thinkers in the Ministry of Colonies, led by the liberal Gaullist Henri Lau- 
rentie, were working out recipes for major colonial reforms, replacing the “Empire” 
with a “Union,” the “protectorates” with “federated” or “associated states? and 
“colonies” with “autonomous” or “self-governing” countries.*” 

Decoux’s collaboration with the Japanese had made it difficult for de Gaulle to 
seek American recognition of French sovereignty in Indochina, and de Gaulle had 
no means of sending troops to the Far East without access to Allied shipping. He 
sought to build a resistance movement among French civilians and military per- 
sonnel in Indochina, without Decoux’s knowledge, and intended, just like Ho Chi 
Minh, to lend effective assistance to the Allied war effort once American or British 
forces were ready to take Indochina from Japan. At the news of the Japanese coup 
on March 9, 1945, de Gaulle took immediate diplomatic action. He demanded Al- 
lied help for French “resistance groups” in Indochina, transportation of a French 
expeditionary force to participate in the war against Japan, and Allied recognition 
of French sovereignty. When the United States bickered, based on Roosevelt's well- 
known prohibition against doing anything in support of the French cause in Indo- 
china, de Gaulle asked U.S. Ambassador Jefferson Caffery what the United States 
was “driving at.” Did it want to push France into becoming “one of the federated 
states under the Russian aegis”#33 Subsequently, those French troops who had been 
able to avoid Japanese capture and escape to China did receive some belated air drops 
from U.S. General Claire Chennault’s 14th Air Command in China. 

On March 24, 1945, de Gaulle issued a governmental declaration, which had been 
prepared for more than a year in the Ministry of Colonies, in particular by the bril- 
liant colonial administrator Léon Pignon, who had served his first stint in Indochina 
during 1933-36. This declaration laid the foundation for French postwar Indochina 
policy. It aimed at the creation of an Indochinese Federation with a significant de- 
gree of autonomy for each of its five parts.* The declaration stated that Tonkin, An- 
nam, Cochinchina, Cambodia, and Laos were separated by “civilization, race and 
tradition.” A French governor-general (the title soon changed to high commissioner) 
would head the Federation and serve as the “arbiter of all”? The March 24 decla- 
ration was at first considered to be liberal, and the first comment on it in the Viet 
Minh’s main clandestine newspaper was actually positive.*° However, most Viet- 
namese commentators, both in Indochina and France, reacted against the declara- 
tion for refusing to recognize Vietnam’s national unity. 

Once learning of the Japanese capitulation on August 15, de Gaulle appointed 
his trusted officers General Leclerc as commander in chief of the Corps expédi- 
tionnaire francais en Extréme-Orient and Admiral dArgenlieu as high commis- 
sioner for Indochina. Leclerc left first, to secure the British occupation forces’ re- 
spect for French sovereignty and a quick transfer of responsibility from the British 
commander in Saigon, General Douglas Gracey. D'Argenlieu took more time to pre- 
pare, and set out systematically to implement the March 24 declaration. Thus, when 
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de Gaulle resigned on January 20, leaving state affairs in the hands of the party politi- 
cians, a military and Gaullist-oriented hierarchy had been firmly established in In- 
dochina. The new French government under the socialist Félix Gouin (January 23- 
June 12, 1946) had other things to do than change the system and replace the 
personnel that de Gaulle had put in place in the colonies. This meant that the New 
France was represented in Indochina by two general officers whose views were sig- 
nificantly less progressive than those of mainstream French politicians. Leclerc and 
đArgenlieu were torn from the outset between their loyalty to de Gaulle, their con- 
cern about the racist attitudes of French settlers who had suffered from Japanese 
and Annamite mistreatment, and their uneasy relationship to modernizing, pro- 
gressive impulses emanating from the metropole. The modernizers were supported 
by many of the young officers and civil servants who went out after the German ca- 
pitulation to serve in Indochina. 

De Gaulle had dominated French foreign policy at the expense of the former 
leader of the French internal resistance movement, Foreign Minister Georges 
Bidault. Bidault always felt that he lived in the shadow of the tall general, and he 
would later confide that the day de Gaulle left office had been “the most beautiful 
day” in his life.” For later generations, the rivalry between Bidault and de Gaulle 
looks like one between a dwarf and a giant, and this was certainly de Gaulle’s own 
view, but not all French were Gaullists, and many sympathized with Bidault. Just 
like de Gaulle, he saw himself as more than an ordinary politician. He had a na- 
tional mission. Bidault hated de Gaulle’s guts, and the general responded in kind. 
A famous photograph from the victory parade after the reoccupation of Paris in 
August 1944 shows the tall, imposing general overshadowing the featureless Bidault, 
who was gently told to march one step behind. 

While de Gaulle had to wait twelve years from January 1946 before the nation 
called on him again, Bidault enjoyed some of the most influential positions in the 
French Fourth Republic. He was foreign minister from September 1944 to July 1948, 
with the exception of a brief—but in our context essential—interlude from De- 
cember 18, 1946, to January 22, 1947. While Bidault enjoyed little freedom of ac- 
tion as long as de Gaulle held the premiership, he exerted considerable authority 
once Félix Gouin took over. Then, in June 1946, when Gouin resigned, amid heated 
constitutional debates, Bidault assumed the premiership himself, in addition to 
continuing to serve as foreign minister. Hence he became Frances most powerful 
political leader. Bidault exemplifies an important aspect of French foreign policy 
decision-making in the Fourth Republic: consistency. This may surprise those who 
know that the country had no fewer than twenty-five governments between the for- 
mation of de Gaulles first in 1944 and his return to power in 1958, but a few key 
politicians, notably Georges Bidault and Robert Schuman of the Christian Demo- 
cratic party (MRP), occupied either the Quai đOrsay (Foreign Ministry) or the Hô- 
tel Matignon (the prime minister’s office) almost continuously. The governments 
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they took part in developed consistent strategies of economic reconstruction and 
European integration, and showed consistency also in their doomed attempt to re- 
form and hold on to the French empire.**® 

The “most beautiful day” in Bidaultš life, January 20, 1946, also heralded the re- 
turn of Marius Moutet to the Ministry of Colonies at 27 rue Oudinot. He now got 
a new title, minister for Overseas France. One month earlier, he had written sev- 
eral programmatic articles on Indochina for the socialist daily Le Populaire, stat- 
ing that France must retain its presence in both Asia and Africa, but not against the 
will of the local populations. France had made a considerable effort on behalf of the 
Indochinese people, but had not done enough. More was needed to invest the word 
“colonialism” with positive new connotations.*? According to Moutet, American or 
Russian domination would not be any better than French colonialism, and he took 
a clear stand on two core issues in the emerging clash with the DRV, unity and in- 
dependence. He stated, in consonance with de Gaulle’s declaration of March 24, that 
“geographically, ethnically, politically, the main characteristic of Indochina is di- 
versity. It consists of five countries: Tonkin, Annam, Cambodia, Laos, and Co- 
chinchina?# He did not attribute any legal status to Ho Chi Minh’s revolutionary 
government, even if he believed it might be possible to come to terms with some 
of the Viet Minh leaders. He denounced the Viet Minh for its opposition to French 
authority and for “believing [itself] to have constituted” a government: “One does 
not improvise a government, a legislation, an administration in a heterogeneous 
country where the public is not yet capable of knowingly [consciemment] express- 
ing its preferences”“! 

This statement provides a key to his thinking: Moutet conceived of colonialism 
as emancipation of uneducated peoples. He expanded on it in August before a so- 
cialist gathering in the city of La Rochelle, on Frances Atlantic coast: “As a young 
socialist militant, I called for the liberation of the working class. Today, the French 
working class has the means to liberate itself: it has conquered political and social 
rights. It is now our task to widen this liberation by fighting for the peoples that we 
are to educate and to support. It was to this need for liberation and emancipation 
that I devoted myself already in 1936 as minister in the Popular Front government?” 

This idea of educating other peoples was written into the foreword of the French 
constitution that was adopted in a referendum on October 13, 1946: “Faithful to 
her traditional mission, France intends to lead the peoples whom she has taken care 
of to the freedom to administer themselves and democratically manage their own 
affairs.’*? In this constitution, which had been long in the making and entered into 
force only on December 24, 1946, the idea of emancipating other peoples so that 
they could become autonomous and eventually perhaps independent was juxta- 
posed with rival ideas of assimilating elites from the colonies into French culture 
to the point where they could be accepted as full French citizens. French debates 
over colonial issues had often been battles between those who saw the colonial re- 
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lationship as a nexus between one developed and a number of undeveloped peoples 
and territories, and those who regarded it as a bond linking the metropole to its 
citizens around the world. Yet this conflict had little impact in the process of colo- 
nial reform following World War II. It was generally agreed that some colonies would 
develop into independent nations, while others would be integrated in France 
through assimilation. When the colonized peoples demanded total and immediate 
independence, the assimilationists and the emancipators rejected it in unison. The 
Catholic nationalist Bidault and the socialist emancipator Moutet agreed on the cru- 
cial aspects of French colonial policy in 1946. 

Marius Moutet has been considered a weak leader betraying his own and his 
party’s peaceful socialist ends by giving in to the influence of Bidault and the ad- 
miral de Gaulle had sent to Indochina. This is only partially true. Moutet was eas- 
ily influenced by others, and loath to take political risks. There are, however, two 
factors that tend to modify the image of the “weak leader.” First, Moutet never ex- 
pressed the anticolonial attitudes that were held by many other French socialists in 
1946-47, notably by the party’s young secretary-general, Guy Mollet. Moutet never 
wished to give in to Vietnamese demands for independence and unity, and in fact 
supported the main aspects of High Commissioner đArgenlieus Gaullist policy. 
Moutet’s actions were thus more consistent with his views than has sometimes been 
assumed. Second, it was not just his personal leadership that was weak. His posi- 
tion in the decision-making system that de Gaulle had created for Indochinese affairs 
was weak as well. It benefited Bidault, not Moutet. 

The Ministry of Overseas France was directly responsible for most French over- 
seas territories, but not for Indochina. Moutet wanted to direct French Indochina 
policy himself—any minister wants real control—but by decree of February 21, 
1945, de Gaulle had set up an independent body to coordinate the reoccupation of 
Indochina called the Comité interministériel de Indochine (Interministerial Com- 
mittee for Indochina; hereafter, Cominindo). Gouin and Bidault preserved the Co- 
minindo, and chaired it themselves, just as de Gaulle had done. Gouin, however, 
let Moutet take the real decisions, while Bidault wanted to steer French Indochina 
policy in the same way that de Gaulle had done.“ The Cominindo members were 
the prime minister and minister of foreign affairs (Georges Bidault); minister for 
Overseas France (Marius Moutet); minister of the army (Edmond Michelet); min- 
ister of aviation (Charles Tillon); minister of finance (Robert Schuman); the chief 
of staff (General Alphonse Juin), and the chief of intelligence (Henri Ribiére). Moutet 
was the only socialist and Tillon the only communist among them. The other three 
political appointees belonged to the MRP, whose views tended to dominate the com- 
mittee. The Cominindo had the right to summon other key persons for its sessions, 
and this gave a minister without portfolio, Alexandre Varenne, a Radical politician 
who had been governor-general of Indochina in 1925-27 and served as chairman 
of the Union pour la défense de l'oeuvre française en Indochine (Union for the De- 
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fense of French Achievements in Indochina; UDOFI), an almost permanent pres- 
ence in the meetings. The Cominindo had its office in the Ministry of War at 16 rue 
St. Dominique. As many as twenty-six persons were employed there at the most, 
and the office was headed by a secretary-general, who was better informed about 
Indochinese developments on a daily basis than anyone in the Ministry of Over- 
seas France. The only other branches of government that were in direct communi- 
cation with Saigon were General Juins Chiefs of Staff (EMGDN) and Ribiére’s in- 
telligence service (SDECE). 

All nonmilitary dispatches and cables to and from Indochina went through the 
office of the Cominindo. Its secretary-general decided on the distribution of in- 
formation to the ministries, organized the weekly advisory meetings of represen- 
tatives from the same ministries, and summoned the ministers themselves when 
important decisions needed to be made. Under de Gaulle, this position was held 
by François de Langlade, a businessman with experience in Indochina and as plan- 
tation owner in British Malaya. In 1946, after an interim period with a secretary- 
general who did not leave any mark on French policy, the young Pierre Messmer 
took over.** Although a Gaullist more than a leftist, he was a typical representa- 
tive of the New France, eager to adjust to changing times. (Messmer would serve 
as French prime minister in the years 1972-74.) After the Japanese surrender in 
August 1945, de Gaulle had designated Messmer as commissioner of the Repub- 
lic for Tonkin, where he would seek to defend French interests in the face of Chi- 
nese occupation, but when Messmer parachuted into Tonkin, he was captured by 
the Viet Minh and held prisoner until he was able to escape. By that time, the young 
businessman Jean Roger, son-in-law of the second most important of all French 
governors-general in Indochina, Albert Sarraut (1911-14, 1917-19), and whose code 
name in the French Resistance was Jean Sainteny, had on his own initiative assumed 
the role de Gaulle had assigned Messmer. Sainteny had led a French intelligence 
mission in south China and got himself to Hanoi on board an American airplane. 
In September 1945, he was received by Ho Chi Minh, and the two men established 
a lifelong relationship, which Ho shrewdly and charmingly turned into a friend- 
ship. Sainteny was assisted by a local French socialist, Louis Caput; a dubious char- 
acter, Jacques Bousquet; and also by the highly experienced colonial administrator 
Léon Pignon, who had come to Hanoi after drafting the declaration of March 24, 
1945, to serve as assistant to General Marcel Alessandri, commander of the French 
troops who stayed in China after their escape from Tonkin in March-April 1945. 
When assisting Sainteny, Pignon seems to have preferred a rather discreet back- 
stage role. Perhaps his task was to make sure that Sainteny keep in line with French 
policy. After some hesitation in Paris, Sainteny was formally appointed commis- 
sioner of the French Republic for Tonkin and North Annam, the function that had 
been intended for Messmer before he was captured by the Viet Minh. In spite of 
this unpleasant experience, Messmer did not become a hard-liner. In March 1946, 
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before taking over as secretary-general of the Cominindo, he published an article 
advocating a liberal policy in Indochina, going as far as to “understand” the Viet- 
namese arguments for unification of north and south, and urging France to adopt 
a neutral position so that the local population could decide.‘ In April, he would 
annoy French authorities in Indochina by using the familiar tu and allowing Gen- 
eral Vo Nguyen Giap to do the same when they were chatting with each other at a 
Franco-Vietnamese conference in the central highland town of Dalat.*® 

The secretary-general of the Cominindo occupied a central, but not a powerful 
position. It was the politicians who decided, and when they did not, the decisions 
were made in Saigon instead of Paris. The young Messmer could not impose any 
policy on Saigon without basis in a formal Cominindo decision, and while Gouin 
and Bidault chaired the committee, it tended to avoid making decisions. When it 
did, it mostly approved what the high commissioner in Saigon had done. Gouin 
and Bidault were so preoccupied with other matters that they were unable to closely 
follow events in Indochina. Bidault also seems to have preferred to leave the ini- 
tiative to the high commissioner rather than to permit the minister for Overseas 
France to direct French policy. 

In 1945, the official rationale for setting up the Cominindo had been that the 
military aspects of Indochina’s reoccupation could not be handled under the au- 
thority of the minister of colonies.*? When the southern half of Indochina had been 
reoccupied, and France entered into an agreement with Ho Chi Minh on March 6, 
1946, the Cominindo lost much of its raison détre, and Moutet’s ministry took over 
some of its functions. In September 1946, its staff was reduced to seventeen. The 
Cominindo was, however, preserved, and its secretariat in the War Ministry con- 
tinued to centralize official communications with Saigon. Moutet would state later 
that the interministerial system had led to a “dispersion of responsibilities that has 
been harmful to sound administrative management.” He had found himself deprived 
of his normal functions and the “means of action that he should have at his dis- 
posal””? Since the prime minister did not actively use his authority, the main effect 
of the Cominindo system was to strengthen the autonomous power of the high com- 
missioner in Saigon. 


THE PENTAGONAL FEDERATION 


Admiral Georges Thierry dArgenlieu, high commissioner in Indochina from Au- 
gust 1945 to February 1947, was not born or brought up to assume political func- 
tions in the twentieth century. His aristocratic manners, pompous speeches, love 
of ritual, rigid principles, and badly hidden disdain for the politicians who succeeded 
his hero General de Gaulle made him the prime mover of French intransigence vis- 
à-vis Vietnam, in the eyes of both contemporary observers and later historians. D’Ar- 
genlieu belonged to the New France only to the extent that its principles had been 
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laid down by de Gaulle, and he certainly bears much of the responsibility for the 
policies that led to the French Indochina War, but he also served as a scapegoat for 
the actions and inaction of Bidault. 

DArgenlieu had served in the French Navy during World War I, then been a 
monk in a Carmelite monastery in the interwar period. He was mobilized as a Navy 
reserve officer in 1939 and subsequently rose to high rank in de Gaulle’s Free French 
Naval Forces. His admiration for de Gaulle was so great that the general could trust 
in his loyalty unreservedly. This became a problem when de Gaulle resigned. As 
will be evident to any reader of đArgenlieus posthumously published Chronique 
d'Indochine (1985), he continued to regard de Gaulle—and not the party politicians 
temporarily occupying government offices in Paris—as the genuine embodiment 
of France. DArgenlieu would return to his monastery in 1947. 

The Vietnamese saw d'Argenlieu as the archetypal reactionary colonialist. Giap 
has described him as a “defrocked priest” with “small, wily eyes under a wrinkled 
forehead and [with] thin lips? After having spent some time with him, Giap retained 
the memory of an “experienced, cunning, arrogant and mean man””! It was said of 
dArgenlieu in France that he possessed one of the most brilliant minds of the twelfth 
century. General Jean-Etienne Valluy, who succeeded General Leclerc as com- 
mander of the CEFEO in July 1946, was more indulgent in describing the admiral 
as “not at all haughty, although a little formal and distant.” D’Argenlieu was among 
the few on whom Ho Chi Minh's charms did not work. In one of their meetings, 
Ho said to him: “Mon amiral, I appeal to your Christian sentiments...” The monk 
cut the communist short: “Monsieur le Président, please excuse me, but we are here 
to discuss serious matters.” The most serious matter that dArgenlieu could imag- 
ine was the Indochinese Federation. DArgenlieu, Valluy later declared, was pas- 
sionately attached to his “pentagonal [five-country] federation,’ as prescribed in de 
Gaulle’s governmental declaration of March 24, 1945.°? 

In d’Argenlieu’s conception, the Federation would be controlled by a council con- 
sisting of ten representatives from France and ten from each of the five member 
states.” The main attributions of the federal council would be to vote the federal 
budget, decide on taxes, and pass laws proposed by the Federal government. This 
government would be headed by the high commissioner himself, assisted by com- 
missioners with the same attributions as ministers in an independent state. There 
would be commissioners of political affairs, finance, foreign affairs, justice, edu- 
cation, health, information, and so on. The commissioners would hold weekly cab- 
inet meetings, chaired by the high commissioner, with the commander in chief 
(Leclerc, later Valluy) as his deputy.** The commissioners would have all important 
governmental services under their authority: army, police, customs service, post, 
radio, and so on. This did not leave much room for the autonomy of each constituent 
state, but dArgenlieu wanted to sign written conventions with each of the five in 
order to define their places within the Federation. He was particularly eager to de- 
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velop an autonomous Cochinchina, since it had the biggest economy and also the 
greatest number of French residents (colons). In Cochinchina, a certain number of 
rich and educated locals had already acquired French citizenship through assimi- 
lation. As soon as the local revolutionaries had been driven out of Saigon’s public 
buildings on September 23, 1945, the question of institutionalized cooperation be- 
tween the French residents and members of the indigenous establishment came up. 
The declaration of March 24 said the local governments in each of the five In- 
dochinese countries should be developed or reformed, and that appointments 
should be open to all citizens. On the French side, the closest collaborators of for- 
mer Governor General Decoux in the Vichy period had to go back to France, but 
those who could claim some kind of “Resistance” background were welcome to serve 
as civil servants along with new young administrators from France. 

In 1946, the number of French civil servants in Indochina rose to 14,000. In 1939, 
there had been some 3,soo.” One reason for the rise was that the revolution had 
removed the old mandarinate; another was that many among the local educated 
classes supported the Viet Minh. D’Argenlieu frequently complained of lack of per- 
sonnel.°S The French colons and some members of the local indigenous elite jointly 
established a Consultative Council. The leading figure on the local side was Dr. 
Nguyen Van Thinh, president of the Democratic Party (not the same Democratic 
Party as the one that was part of the Viet Minh), a passionate antirevolutionary and 
influential with the local elite of landowners. He found it difficult, however, to in- 
duce other upper-class Cochinchinese to join his council. They feared being stig- 
matized as collaborators. Yet on February 12, 1946, the Consultative Council for- 
mally constituted itself, with four French members and eight “notables.” The French 
members wanted to integrate Cochinchina into France as a département. The Co- 
chinchinese members disagreed, however, preferring autonomy.” Both the old 
and the new French civil servants, and also some indigenous French citizens, felt 
threatened by the prospect of Cochinchina being merged with Vietnam. They also 
feared the social changes that the communists might bring about. 

Ho Chi Minh was once asked for his view on the planned Indochinese Federa- 
tion. He replied that Vietnam would willingly accept a federation of an essentially 
economic nature, but was determined to prevent the prewar French Gouvernement 
général from resurfacing in the guise of a federation.” This was a rather precise de- 
scription of d’Argenlieu’s aim, although there was one important difference between 
the prewar governor-general and the postwar high commissioner: The fact that the 
Cominindo was chaired by the premier and not by the minister for Overseas France 
made the high commissioner more independent of Paris than the governors-gen- 
eral had been. 

De Gaulle’s resignation in January 1946 came as a shock to most Frenchmen in 
Indochina.” They felt the general was leaving his troops before they had fulfilled 
their mission to liberate all French territories. DArgenlieu and Leclerc had come a 
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good part of the way. A revolutionary government in Cambodia had been taken 
into custody, so the young King Norodom Sihanouk could once more receive sound 
French advice. Cochinchina and southern Annam had been reoccupied, and the 
local rebels there been almost crushed. Only the southernmost part of Laos had 
been reoccupied; most of the country was under Chinese occupation, but the French 
had good reason to believe that their traditional relationship with the king of Lu- 
ang Phrabang would enable them to reestablish their presence in the central and 
northern parts of Laos as well. The situation in Chinese-occupied Tonkin and north- 
ern Annam caused more worry. The DRV government had even organized so-called 
national elections on January 6, and Frenchmen in Saigon worried that a govern- 
ment without de Gaulle might not have the fortitude to reoccupy northern In- 
dochina and get rid of the Chinese occupation forces. Would a government led by 
the socialist Félix Gouin be strong and decisive enough for the delicate task of 
reestablishing a French presence in a country engulfed in revolution, under Chi- 
nese occupation, and controlled by communist nationalists? A three-pronged ap- 
proach would be needed: negotiations with the DRV; preparation of a military op- 
eration, and negotiations with China. 


The Chinese Trap 


In the fall of 1946, before the world learned of the crisis leading to the Indochina 
War, Indonesian Prime Minister Sutan Sjahrir complained to the French consul in 
Jakarta about the narrow-minded policies of the Dutch and the British, who had 
joined forces in preventing his country from gaining independence. They should 
follow the good French example, said Sjahrir, who envied Ho Chi Minh that he could 
deal with such enlightened French officials, full of “kindness” and “understanding.” 
French High Commissioner dArgenlieu was simply a “genius.” No one could ex- 
pect Holland to send anyone with a similar broadness of mind to Indonesia—“one 
cannot after all demand the impossible” —but if at least they could send someone 
with a minimum of “good will”? 

It is easily forgotten that France, for a brief interval in 1946, was seen as a model 
of decolonization in Asia.” The reason was the Franco-Vietnamese Convention that 
was signed in Hanoi on March 6, 1946, in the presence of British, American, and 
Chinese observers, which led to a period of détente between France and the young 
Vietnamese Republic, and allowed Ho Chi Minh to travel to France as a statesman 
that summer. 


THE MARCH 6 AGREEMENT 


France made three major concessions in the March 6 Franco-Vietnamese Con- 
vention. First, it recognized the Vietnamese Republic as a free state (Etat libre), with 
its own government, parliament, army, and finances, although it would be integrated 
into the Indochinese Federation, which in turn would bea part of the French Union. 
The term “free” was a compromise between the Vietnamese demand for “inde- 
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pendence’ and the French offer of “autonomy” or “self-government,” and the ques- 
tion of full independence was left to the future. The second concession was to prom- 
ise a referendum among the “populations” to resolve the question of the unity of the 
three Vietnamese lands, Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina—often referred to as the 
three ky or bo.? And the third was to accept, in a military appendix to the main agree- 
ment, that the French military presence north of the 16th parallel would be limited 
to 15,000 troops, and to a period of five years. The military appendix, which caused 
an uproar in the French government when it learned about it on March 12, was 
negotiated in Hanoi during the night of March 5-6 and signed along with the con- 
vention the following day. It stipulated the number of French troops that could be 
stationed in each and every location. These were major concessions indeed, and if 
they had been followed up in practice, then the praise heaped on France would have 
been deserved. 

The March 6 agreement, which is presented and discussed in virtually all of the 
literature on the wars in Vietnam, is most often seen as a sign of a temporary French 
moderation that, with tragic consequences, was subsequently abandoned. The as- 
sumption is that the agreement resulted from a genuine willingness to compromise 
due to French realization that a long-drawn-out war against a Vietnamese resis- 
tance movement, led by the Viet Minh, would be a catastrophe. Jean Sainteny, the 
chief negotiator in Hanoi, and General Philippe Leclerc, commander of the Corps 
expéditionnaire d’Extréme-Orient, are seen as pragmatists who, with support from 
the socialist minister for Overseas France, Marius Moutet, pursued a policy of ac- 
cord in March 1946, notwithstanding the opposition of High Commissioner đAr- 
genlieu and other hard-liners. Sainteny and Leclerc have been given much of the 
credit for the fact that an agreement was reached.* Unfortunately, however, the con- 
vention did not result from any temporary ascendancy of French liberalism, prag- 
matism, or moderation. From Leclerc’s perspective, the main function of Sainteny’s 
negotiations in Hanoi was to provide diplomatic “cover” for the French reoccupa- 
tion of the north. It was seen as essential to prevent Ho Chi Minh’s government 
from leaving the capital before the French arrived and launching a resistance strug- 
gle from guerrilla bases in the hinterland, since this would force France to under- 
take a costly, protracted anti-insurgency campaign. Leclerc did not necessarily see 
a need to sign an agreement with Ho Chi Minh before the French troops landed. 
He wanted a show of force and hoped this would lead Ho Chi Minh to accept an 
agreement on French terms. Leclerc’s intention was to first launch his military re- 
occupation, with Chinese assistance, and then persuade Ho to comply. What hap- 
pened instead was that France fell into a Chinese trap. The Chinese refused to al- 
low any landing of French troops until an agreement had been signed with Ho. They 
threatened to resist the French landing militarily, and they actually fired on the 
French ships when they arrived. The large number of troops being transported by 
the French armada needed water, and in any case, to give up the invasion at this 
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point, turn around, and sail south was simply not an option, because it would mean 
a colossal loss of face. Hence the Chinese threat made it compelling for Leclerc to 
arrive at an agreement almost at any cost before his troops started to disembark. 
The alternative might be war with China. What happened was simply that France 
and Vietnam were forced by China to make peace.” The main credit for the March 6 
accords should therefore go to the government of Chiang Kai-shek. 

The agreement came out of several rounds of negotiations between Ho Chi Minh 
and Jean Sainteny, with background in talks that had started as early as Decem- 
ber 1, 1945.° The power play surrounding these talks was triangular. China wanted 
to extract French concessions in exchange for withdrawing its occupation troops. 
France wanted to reestablish its presence without making too many concessions to 
Vietnamese nationalism. And the DRV wished to get rid of the Chinese occupa- 
tion while obtaining French recognition. The French and the Vietnamese were play- 
ing for high stakes and both were willing to risk an armed confrontation with the 
other, but not with the Chinese. The Chinese were determined to prevent any armed 
conflict as long as they themselves were in the country and to reap as much profit 
as possible from their temporary presence. Until February 28, France conducted 
simultaneous negotiations with China in Chongqing and with the DRV in Hanoi. 
At this stage, while China had not yet given its formal consent to a French return 
to northern Indochina, Leclerc was eager to obtain an agreement with Ho Chi Minh 
that would make it possible to land in the north without meeting Vietnamese re- 
sistance. He thus urged the French government to make new promises and even 
hold out the promise of “independence.” However, on February 28, 1946, China 
signed a treaty with France in Chongqing that transferred the responsibility for oc- 
cupying northern Indochina from China to France. It even stipulated that the French 
forces could arrive in the first half of March. This diplomatic victory led Leclerc and 
đArgenlieu in Saigon to decide to launch a huge military operation immediately, 
sending 21,000 troops north on ships with the mission of landing in Haiphong and 
taking possession of the last French territory that had not yet been reoccupied after 
World War II. At this stage the French did not see it as necessary to reach an agree- 
ment with Ho Chi Minh before the landing, since they expected the Chinese forces 
in the north to support the reoccupation. However, the Chinese feared being caught 
in the middle of a Franco- Vietnamese war and made it a condition for their coop- 
eration that France and the DRV first sign an agreement. They also engineered a 
reconciliation between the Viet Minh and the Vietnamese opposition parties, 
which formed a government of national union on March 2. So when the Vietnamese 
and French negotiators in Hanoi reached the March 6 agreement, while Leclerc 
sailed into Haiphong with his battle-trained forces, this happened under the watch- 
ful eye of Chinese officers in Hanoi. Sainteny and Ho Chi Minh reached their ac- 
cord only on the night of March 5-6, and signed it only in the late afternoon on 
March 6, together with the leader of one of Vietnam’s China-oriented opposition 
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parties, Vu Hong Khanh. When the new government of national unity had been 
formed and confirmed by the Vietnamese National Assembly four days earlier, 
Khanh had become vice-president of a National Resistance Committee, chaired by 
Vo Nguyen Giap. From Giap and Ho's perspective, it was essential that the opposi- 
tion share responsibility for their compromise with France. Both the French and 
the Vietnamese acted under constraint. This element of constraint, and the dramatic 
circumstances under which the convention was negotiated, will be narrated here 
on the basis of sources in French, British, and American archives, Philippe Dev- 
illerss classic account, Frédéric Turpin’s recent analysis, and three other important 
publications, one of which is based on Chinese sources. Unfortunately, the author 
has not had access to Vietnamese records throwing light on Ho Chi Minh’s strug- 
gle for political survival during the February-March crisis. The story of his com- 
plex dealings with Sainteny, Chinese Guomindang officers representing the Allied 
forces of occupation, pro-Chinese Vietnamese nationalists, and his own impatient 
Viet Minh cadres remains to be written from a Vietnamese perspective.’ 

To understand the background and causes of the March 6 agreement, the best 
starting point is, not the French government's thinking about colonial reform, but 
its urge—indeed, it perceived it as a necessity—to reassert its sovereignty and re- 
occupy the last remaining territory of its prewar empire. 


OPERATION BENTRE 


The code name for the French reoccupation of Indochina north of the 16th par- 
allel was Opération Bentré (the name of a town and province at the mouth of the 
Mekong River, south of Saigon). When Sainteny signed the March 6 agreement 
with Ho Chi Minh and Vu Hong Khanh, nine hours after the first French occu- 
pation forces had sailed into the port of Haiphong and been met by Chinese ar- 
tillery fire, the immediate French aim was to prevent an outbreak of international 
war. March 6 was the day that France did not go to war against China. If it had not 
been for the agreement, history books would have said that the First Indochina War 
started on March 6, 1946, with direct Chinese involvement on the side of Vietnam. 

Opération Bentré had been prepared, over the previous months, in the Third Bu- 
reau of General Leclerc’s headquarters.’ This was done without informing British 
Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten. Most of his British troops had left Indochina 
at the end of January, along with their local commander, General Douglas Gracey, 
but a small British “interservice mission” remained in Saigon, and as Supreme Al- 
lied Commander Southeast Asia, Mountbatten remained formally responsible to 
the Combined Chiefs of Staff in Washington for the Allied occupation of the south- 
ern half of Indochina. The French had also not, of course, informed General Lu 
Han, who was responsible to the Allies for the occupation of the northern half. 

The author of the Bentré plan was Lieutenant Colonel Jean Lecomte. His plan 
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was approved, not just by Leclerc, but by High Commissioner d’Argenlieu as well, 
and the operation was cleared in a meeting of the Interministerial Committee for 
Indochina (Cominindo) in Paris on February 20, 1946, in the presence of the high 
commissioner. On the day the meeting was held, General Leclerc insisted in a ca- 
ble to the French chief of staff, General Alphonse Juin, that Opération Bentré was 
absolutely necessary. It was only because France had used force in the south, he 
claimed, that it had obtained such excellent results. If the French government 
should think that the signing of an agreement with the Vietnamese government 
made a show of force redundant, then much would be lost. A demonstration of 
French superiority would “bring the pseudo-government to capitulate.” Then 
would be the time to be generous and conclude negotiations with Ho Chi Minh, 
not earlier.’ In instructions given to Sainteny on February 22, Leclerc emphasized: 
“No matter how the negotiations go, I will arrive at the fixed date.’!° On the basis 
of Leclerc’s telegram exchanges in the run-up to Opération Bentré, a three- 
pronged strategy can be discerned: 


The Vietnamese government had to stay put in Hanoi rather than withdraw 
to the hinterland, since the launching of a long-drawn-out war of resistance by 
an intact Vietnamese government might have disastrous future consequences. 
Sainteny’s task was to keep Ho Chi Minh in place in Hanoi. The French gov- 
ernment should contribute to reassuring Vietnamese public opinion by publicly 
stating its generous intentions. 

Opération Bentré had to be carried out with a massive display of force. 

An agreement should be signed with Ho Chi Minh once France could speak 
to him from a position of strength. Leclerc was confident that Ho Chi Minh 
would “capitulate” when he saw how strong the French forces were and sign 
an agreement on French terms. 


Members of Leclerc’s staff, such as Colonel Repiton-Préneuf, head of Leclerc’s 
Second Bureau, surely understood how risky this strategy was, particularly at this 
stage, when China had not yet given its formal consent to the French reoccupa- 
tion. They no doubt hoped to reach a deal with Ho Chi Minh before the planned 
landing in the north.!! Leclerc also told Sainteny on February 22 that he should 
seek Ho Chi Minh’s written agreement to the French landing and get him to re- 
move his troops from the Haiphong-Hanoi road. However, Leclerc shared Gen- 
eral de Gaulle’s belief in the need to first show force and only then negotiate. A few 
weeks later, after the March 6 accord had been signed, Leclerc came under criti- 
cism for his role in making huge concessions to the Vietnamese government. It 
was clear that dArgenlieu disliked what he had done. On March 27, Leclerc thus 
justified the March 6 agreement in a letter to General de Gaulle, making a virtue 
of necessity. It had been absolutely necessary to sign the agreement, he argued, be- 
cause a military conquest of Tonkin would have been impossible: 
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if we had found, in addition to the Chinese, a country rising against us or simply in 
disorder, we could evidently have landed in Haiphong, but—I affirm this categorically— 
the reconquest of Tonkin, even partially, was impossible. One does not conquer an 
armed, overwrought country two-thirds the size of France with a small force—at least 
not in 1946. In addition, the problem would soon have taken on an international di- 
mension. This is why it is impossible to underline sufficiently the importance of the 
accords that have been reached.” 


Jean Sainteny in his memoirs, and later historians as well, have seen this letter as 
evidence that this was also Leclercs thinking before March 6.'° They have proba- 
bly been misled. If Leclerc had been determined to reach an agreement with the 
Vietnamese government before disembarking his troops, then he would not have 
put himself in a position that required the landing to take place on one specific date, 
which he did; the date was dictated by the high tide in the port of Haiphong. If he 
had intended to obtain the DRV’s agreement before landing, he would also most 
likely have informed his government of this when he set Opération Bentré in mo- 
tion, but he actually said the opposite. What he told the Cominindo was that an ef- 
fective landing, followed by a rapid advance toward Hanoi, was likely to make Ho 
Chi Minh “capitulate” and sign an agreement on French terms. Also, if Leclerc’s in- 
tention had been to sign first and then land, he would not have needed to put pres- 
sure on the Chinese to assist him in providing arms to the French colonial army 
soldiers interned in the Hanoi Citadel, or demand of the Chinese that they facili- 
tate the arrival of airborne troops at Hanoï airfield, which—as we shall soon see— 
he also did. Leclerc was given carte blanche by High Commissioner đArgenlieu to 
carry out the operation as he saw fit. On March 1, when Leclerc ordered his troops 
to embark on ships bound north, he took an enormous gamble. And the gamble 
was not primarily that Ho would sign on to an agreement before the troops arrived. 
The main French gamble was that the Chinese would allow his troops to come ashore 
without permission from the Vietnamese government and assist him in moving to- 
ward Hanoi. When this gamble failed, Leclerc was forced to authorize the signing 
of an agreement on terms that under normal circumstances would have been un- 
acceptable to the French government. He drew France into a trap in the hope or 
belief that China would not make use of it, but help France out instead. China then 
used its sudden leverage to force France and Vietnam to sign an agreement. 

The great French hero General Philippe Leclerc, the liberator of Paris in August 
1944, who was made a Marshal posthumously after he died in an airplane accident 
in Africa in 1947, has been treated kindly by historians, and has often been favor- 
ably compared with Admiral đArgenlieu. They had similar aristocratic back- 
grounds. Both were Catholics. Both joined de Gaulle in fighting Pétain’s Armistice 
from the lonely beginnings in the fall of 1940. They were appointed to the two high- 
est positions in Indochina knowing nothing about the country. With đArgenlieu 
taking charge of the civilian administration and Leclerc commanding the military 
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forces, neither was placed above the other, but in matters of policy, d’Argenlieu had 
the final word. Leclerc is normally regarded as the more moderate or pragmatic of 
the two, insisting that the Vietnam problem could only be resolved politically, while 
đArgenlieu is said to have preferred the use of force.'* The difference was not so 
obvious at the time. On February 4, 1946, struck by Leclerc’s “pacification” of south- 
ern Indochina, the U.S. Secretary of State told his ambassador in Paris that the State 
Department would appreciate information as to who had the French government’s 
backing: “Leclerc, the intransigent and uncompromising colonial-minded or d’Ar- 
genlieu the conciliatory and moderate.’ This was not a mere misunderstanding. 
The later conflict between the two Gaullists has often been misunderstood. It was 
more of a personal rivalry and of a difference in tactical approach than of diverg- 
ing principles or strategies. Jean Sainteny stated in 1973 that the two held basically 
similar views, but that d’Argenlieu was too strongly influenced by the false opti- 
mism in Saigon. Leclerc had a better understanding of the situation in the north, 
but đArgenlieu enjoyed the backing of the French government.!f The military his- 
torians Gilbert Bodinier and Philippe Duplay have described how Leclerc, like de 
Gaulle, believed in the show of force as a prelude to entering into agreements, quot- 
ing a statement made by Leclerc with regard to southern Indochina in October 1945: 
“Tt would be a complete mistake to negotiate in a generous fashion with represen- 
tatives of the Viet Minh before having shown our force. . . . It is certainly a ques- 
tion of reconquest, since negotiation with ‘yellows’ is pure smoke.”!” One of the most 
nuanced comparisons of the two Gaullist commanders was made by General Jean- 
Etienne Valluy, who took over Leclerc’s command in July 1946 and also served as 
deputy high commissioner under đArgenlieu. Valluy affirms that the admiral and 
the general were antithetical by nature and in ideas. DArgenlieu always sought to 
demonstrate his patriotism and pursue a policy of almost architectural coherence. 
Leclerc, on the contrary, was an inimitable tactician, but inconsistent in politics. 
DArgenlieưs actions were always consistent with the long-range objective of im- 
plementing the principles that had been laid down by his great master Charles de 
Gaulle on March 24, 1945.18 More recently, Frédéric Turpin has provided an in- 
depth study of the relationship between Leclerc and d’Argenlieu, showing that it 
was the latter who always got de Gaulle’s support. In the run-up to March 6, Turpin 
says, đArgenlieu and the French government “imprudently gave the green light 
for launching Opération “Bentréỷ while Leclerc . .. shone more in terms of im- 
pulsiveness than of wise moderation.” !? 

It was immediately after the Cominindo meeting on February 20, which dis- 
cussed the reoccupation of northern Indochina, that d’Argenlieu gave Leclerc the 
green light for Opération Bentré on behalf of the French government. The French 
gth Division of Colonial Infantry (9° DIC) and 2nd Armored Division (2° DB), 
which had just about completed the pacification of southern Indochina, boarded 
French warships between February 27 and March 1, just after dArgenlieu had re- 
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turned to Indochina; and on March 1, a proud fleet of thirty-five ships left Saigon 
to sail north along the coast. General Leclerc himself boarded the Emile Bertin on 
March 3, and from then on could communicate with Hanoi and Saigon only by ra- 
dio.” The stated aim of the operation was to relieve the Chinese troops of their oc- 
cupation duties and obtain their departure before the end of March. 2! Why March? 
Because the French needed time to, if necessary, repress any possible indigenous 
resistance before the rainy season: “Given our uncertainty concerning the attitude 
of the Annamite population vis-a-vis the French population in northern Indochina, 
we should get to the big centers as rapidly as possible so as to ensure [their] pro- 
tection?” The big centers where French nationals had been surviving under pre- 
carious circumstances since March 9, 1945, under Japanese, Vietnamese, and Chi- 
nese rule, were Haiphong, Hon Gai, Nam Dinh, Vinh, Hue, and Hanoi. In Hanoi, 
there were not just French civilians, but also 3,000 unarmed troops and officers of 
the French colonial army interned in the Citadel, where they had been since the 
Japanese disarmed and interned them. 
Opération Bentré would be executed by: 


A main landing force consisting of the 9° DIC under General Jean-Etienne 
Valluy and the Groupement Massu of the 2° DB, altogether 21,000 men. They 
would go by sea from Saigon and disembark in Haiphong. This landing would 
have to happen on either March 4, 5, or 6, because these were the only days 
(until 16, 17, and 18 March) when the tide would allow ships of a certain size 
to pass over the barrier separating the sea from the river and drop anchor in 
the port, twenty kilometers inland from the sea.” 

Coastal forces already stationed in Ha Long Bay, north of Haiphong. 

Troops that had remained in China since they fled the Japanese onslaught in 
March 1945. They had received only reluctant and half-hearted support from 
the Chinese nationalists and U.S. services in China, but had been given ample 
time to cultivate their anger against Asians in general over the way they had 
been treated, not least by the “Annamites” who had deserted them in March- 
April 1945. These troops, who had retained their old weapons and obtained 
some new ones, were serving under the command of Lieutenant Colonel 
Robert Quilichini. Some of them had already crossed the border into Tonkin 
and taken control of the border town of Lai Chau. The plan was that they 
should move down the western side of the Red River. (After the signing of the 
March 6 agreement, they moved into Laos instead.) 

A force arriving by plane at the airfield outside Hanoi, with the special mission 
of rearming the 3,000 French soldiers in the Hanoi Citadel. They were under 
the command of Lieutenant Colonel Lefebvre d'Argence, who took his orders 
from General Raoul Salan. Salan, who had been made commander of the 
French troops in northern Indochina, was already in Hanoi, where he would 
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command the planned strike against the Vietnamese government. He now 
served as part of Sainteny’s negotiating team. Salan would direct French 
military operations in Hanoi, while at the same time negotiating the takeover 
of occupation duties from the local Chinese troops.”4 


The principal aim of Opération Bentré was retaking Hanoi from the “Revolution- 
ary Annamite Government, as the French called it. This government, like the Chi- 
nese occupation troops, was deeply resented by the French in Hanoi, civilian and 
military alike, many of whom looked forward to the day when they could take re- 
venge for all their suffering since March 9, 1945. After the March 6, 1946, conven- 
tion was announced, many French in Hanoi were disappointed, the soldiers above 
all. A report from the French Sûreté, dated March 17, said they were dissatisfied 
because, “since March 9, they had never lost hope of revenge, at least for the incal- 
culable harassments and snubs they had been angrily enduring from the Annamites. 
Notably, the majority of the troops did not look kindly on being deprived [by the 
March 6 accord], from one day to the next, of the satisfactions of all kinds that they 
had been expecting from a ‘repression. `” 

The French troops in the Citadel had good reason to envy their comrades in 
Saigon, who had already been rearmed by the British in September 1945 so that 
they could carry out their counterrevolutionary coup, oust the revolutionaries from 
all public buildings, and resume control of the colony. A key element in Opération 
Bentré was secretly to rearm as many as possible of the 3,000 vengeance-seekers in 
the Hanoi Citadel, after the French troops had landed in Haiphong, but before they 
arrived in Hanoi. This would allow the former prisoners of war to defend them- 
selves, and also to protect French civilians, and take up strategic positions before 
the occupation troops arrived. At first the French considered the possibility of para- 
chuting weapons down over the Citadel, but this was deemed too risky. The An- 
namites would discover what was happening, and guns might fall into the wrong 
hands. Instead, it was decided to send twelve Dakotas loaded with arms from Saigon 
to Gia Lam airfield outside Hanoi, load the arms secretly on trucks and drive them 
into the city. The documents do not say where the trucks would come from, but 
they had probably been procured in Hanoi.” 

Hanoi’s reoccupation would be undertaken by three main units: (1) the forces in 
the Citadel, divided into battalions, with responsibility for maintaining order in pre- 
defined zones;”’ (2) a special airborne force (Opération Ponchardier); and (3) the 
Groupement Massu (named after its commander, Colonel Jacques Massu), which, 
immediately after disembarking in Haiphong, would push toward Hanoi on Route 
coloniale 5, or, if blocked, by one of two available canals in order to get into the Red 
River, sail up it, and penetrate the city of Hanoi on ramps laid out in advance. 

Commissioner of the Republic Jean Sainteny had received a supply of posters 
announcing martial law, on which the French had printed the signature of General 
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Lu Han, commander of the Chinese occupation troops, on the assumption that he 
would consent.” It is perhaps unnecessary to add that the plans for Opération Ben- 
tré insisted on the element of surprise.” 

Some readers may already have asked themselves: “How was this possible?” And 
they are right to ask. Opération Bentré was extremely risky. It would most prob- 
ably have led to a disaster. To rearm 3,000 troops unnoticed in the middle of a city 
where both the Chinese and Vietnamese knew there was an acute crisis was hardly 
possible at all, even if the Chinese had gone along with it. To push a unit with ar- 
mored vehicles from Haiphong to Hanoi without alerting the Vietnamese leaders 
to the danger was certainly impossible. Still the plan was made and, in the days 
leading up to March 6, everything was done to prepare for its execution. An al- 
ternative peaceful version of Opération Bentré, meant to be executed in case the 
Vietnamese government should concede to the French reoccupation, was code- 
named Bouquet.*° 

A formal problem remained: Indochina south of the 16th parallel was part of 
the British South-East Asia Command (SEAC), so the French expeditionary force 
needed Mountbatten’s endorsement of any military operation. If forces in Mount- 
batten’s area of responsibility moved into Chiang Kai-shek’s area of responsibility, 
the United Kingdom might get into trouble with China. Mountbatten had in Jan- 
uary 1946 withdrawn all British troops from Indochina and left the southern half 
in French control as far as all practical matters were concerned. He effectively del- 
egated his powers to General Leclerc. In January 1946, Britain had asked the Com- 
bined Chiefs of Staff in Washington for permission to let France take full formal 
responsibility as well, but on February 1, the Americans refused.3! The British were 
keen to stay out of trouble,* so Mountbatten was shocked to learn, three weeks later, 
that Leclerc had been preparing a major operation without informing him. He com- 
plained and asked Leclerc to give a full report of what was going on. First, the French- 
man answered evasively, but he then provided the information required, except the 
plan for the reoccupation of Hanoi. Mountbatten smelled a rat and decided to wash 
his hands of the French immediately. He got his government to negotiate a com- 
promise in Washington as quickly as possible whereby France took full responsi- 
bility for southern Indochina, with just one exception: Britain would remain in 
charge of repatriating Japanese prisoners of war. Since Leclerc had indicated that 
the French troops would disembark in Haiphong on March 5, Mountbatten specified 
that responsibility for southern Indochina would formally revert to France on the 
night of March 4-5, although the last British battalion would in fact only leave Saigon 
on March 29.% Mountbatten’s main concern was to ensure that Britain not be im- 
plicated in any French conflict with China.** The British consul in Saigon had re- 
ported on February 21 that General Salan, although optimistic, was foreseeing a 
pacification campaign in northern Indochina that might last a year or more: “Ac- 
cording to a most reliable source in Hanoi General Salan who will command French 
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forces is most optimistic as to the result of operation and he has expressed the opin- 
ion that clearing of main centers such as Hanoi, Haiphong, Hue, etc. is likely to take 
place quickly without meeting any very serious Annamite resistance. He realizes 
however that Annamite forces will retire to the hills and final pacification of the 
territory cannot be expected for a year or more”? Mountbatten’s main concern, 
however, was to know how France intended to avoid conflict with China. 

The French were, of course, aware that the principal weakness of Opération Ben- 
tré was its dependence on China’s willingness, not merely to tolerate, but actually 
to facilitate the French reoccupation. China, to be sure, was legally bound to do so, 
since it recognized French sovereignty, but allowing a French reoccupation by force 
had the potential to create political problems at home for Chiang Kai-shek’s gov- 
ernment and might also lead to Vietnamese reprisals against Chinese nationals liv- 
ing in Indochina.’ 


NEGOTIATIONS WITH CHINA 


It is generally unwise to set an invasion in motion and place oneself in a situation 
of no-return if one is not prepared, under any circumstance, to accept the conse- 
quences. France was ready to confront the Viet Minh if Ho Chi Minh refused to 
sign an agreement, but not if this meant war with China as well. Still, in the days 
from February 27 to March 1, before he could know how the Chinese were going 
to react, Leclerc sent north what Admiral đArgenlieu in his memoirs calls “a little 
armada.’ As mentioned, it could not turn around since there was not enough drink- 
ing water for the troops to stay on board much longer, and the tide made it neces- 
sary for the ships to enter Haiphong harbor on March 4, 5, or 6. The French decision- 
makers were hoping that the arrival of the troops would lead Ho Chi Minh to sign 
an agreement on French terms, and that the Chinese would offer their support.37 
However, the Chinese and Vietnamese both realized that France was putting its 
own forces and prestige at risk. This weakened the hand of the French, and they 
almost panicked when they discovered that the Chinese were not after all willing 
to cooperate, although they were legally obliged to do so in the February 28 treaty 
of Chongqing, and although some of the Chinese general officers had been given 
huge bribes. 

General Leclerc realized the risk, and this is why he had tried to get the French 
government to make a declaration using the term “independence.” This, he thought, 
would make it easier for Sainteny to induce Ho Chi Minh to stay on in Hanoi un- 
til the French arrived. Leclerc had also insisted that he get a direct order from the 
new French government, not just from d’Argenlieu, before setting Opération Ben- 
tré in motion. During the period when Leclerc was undertaking the “pacification” 
of southern Indochina, there had not been much tension between the admiral and 
the general, but in the run-up to Opération Bentré, their relationship soured. In 
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late January or early February, đArgenlieu sent the commander of the 9° DIC, Gen- 
eral Jean-Etienne Valluy, to Paris in order to ask urgently for a government order. 
Valluy presented the Cominindo, which met on January 26 (less than a week after 
de Gaulles resignation), with a memorandum, which he later also sent to Foreign 
Minister Georges Bidault, listing three requirements for a successful reinstallation 
of French power in the north: (1) military action, (2) diplomatic action vis-a-vis 
the Chinese, and (3) political action vis-à-vis the “Annamites.” He also said there 
was no time for delay, since the “climatic conditions” for the landing of troops were 
best in late February or early March. Valluy argued that a purely military operation 
was undesirable, for four main reasons: (1) it would be met simultaneously with 
both Chinese and “Annamite” resistance; (2) it might provoke a massacre on the 
French population in the north; (3) it would increase the risk of protracted guer- 
rilla warfare; and (4) reactions both at home and abroad would be hostile. Military 
action therefore had to be “covered” by diplomatic and political action. According 
to Valluy, Ho Chi Minh could be expected to behave reasonably now that he knew 
the game in Cochinchina was lost.** Valluy does not seem to have obtained the or- 
der he sought. 

On February 13, dArgenlieu went to Paris himself, leaving Leclerc behind as in- 
terim high commissioner. In this capacity, Leclerc would report to đArgenlieu. 
Leclerc now feared seeing đArgenlieu interpose himself between the government 
and himself, interpreting French Indochina policy in ways that were not necessar- 
ily in consonance with the views of the responsible ministers. DArgenlieu would 
later characterize Leclerc’s efforts to contact the government directly, instead of 
through him, as “ridiculous.” It was on February 14, the day after dArgenlieu’s de- 
parture from Saigon, that Leclerc dispatched his message to Paris advising the gov- 
ernment to make a public statement promising “independence” The Vietnamese 
would accept this to mean what the French understood by “autonomy,” Leclerc 
claimed. He strongly urged the government to make this declaration before the 
French landings in Tonkin.“ This does not mean that Leclerc wanted to make the 
landing in the north depend on an agreement with Ho Chi Minh. He wanted a gov- 
ernment declaration that would entice Ho to remain in Hanoi and negotiate until 
and after the French troops had landed. This would allow France to negotiate from 
a position of strength. For Leclerc, words counted less than deeds, and what really 
counted was to show one’s force and determination. The purpose of making a prom- 
ise was not so much to bind the future as to affect the adversarys immediate be- 
havior. If only France could establish a forceful presence in the north, the rest could 
be arranged more easily. 

It seems possible that Paris would have followed Leclerc’s advice to use the term 
“independence”—against đArgenlieus objections—if Sainteny had not reported 
from a meeting with Ho on February 16 that the Vietnamese might accept some- 
thing less. Sainteny received a reply from the French government, drafted by d’Ar- 
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genlieu and approved by the Cominindo, authorizing him to sign an agreement with 
Vietnam on the basis of “self-government” (the English word was used). D’Argen- 
lieu insisted, however, that nothing should be included in the agreement that would 
indicate French acceptance of a union of the three ky. “President Ho Chi Minh will 
certainly admit that it would be contrary to democratic principles to adopt a solu- 
tion on this point without first allowing the peoples concerned to make known their 
opinion in full liberty and in full independence; the admiral cabled Sainteny.*! This 
was a miscalculation. D’Argenlieu probably meant it as an argument against mak- 
ing any kind of concession as far as Cochinchina was concerned. His plan was to 
develop separate institutions in Cochinchina that would gradually prepare the 
ground for an expression of popular opinion. However, when Sainteny put forward 
d'Argenlieu’s argument in a talk with Ho Chi Minh, he seems to have used it as a 
basis for suggesting a referendum. Ho at first balked, but he later accepted. A ref- 
erendum could not be easily dismissed by someone purporting to represent a de- 
mocracy, so Sainteny made a promise that dArgenlieu would later see as disastrous: 
France would respect the decision of the “populations” of the three ky, consulted 
in a referendum.” Sainteny broke the rule that one should only hold a referendum 
on a matter considered to be vital if one can trust that the result will be acceptable. 
Ho did not break this rule, since he was sure that a majority would vote in favor of 
national unity, but Sainteny promised to hold a referendum in Cochinchina, a ter- 
ritory that from the French legal perspective was under total French sovereignty. 
This promise went beyond what France was prepared to do. 

During his stay in Paris from February 17 to 25, the admiral does not seem to 
have wanted to discuss the risk of war. He assured the government that everything 
was going well with the negotiations both in Chongqing and Hanoi. When the 
Cominindo met on February 20, he said that both Franco-Chinese and Franco- 
Annamite agreements were on the verge of being signed. This must have pleased 
Minister for Overseas France Marius Moutet, but he wanted to be sure, and at the 
beginning of March, he asked the high commissioner to “clarify if you will wait to 
take over from the Chinese troops until you have concluded an agreement with Ho 
Chi Minh. Our wish is that you seek to obtain the agreement in advance.” Moutet 
also expressed some reticence as far as the plan to rearm the troops interned in the 
Citadel was concerned: “I add that to prevent incidents similar to the ones that took 
place in Saigon at the time when the local regiments were rearmed [September 1945] 
the conditions under which the rearming of the Hanoi Citadel will be undertaken 
should be vested with the necessary guarantees.’ And the following cryptic sen- 
tence reveals that the minister was not sure of being obeyed: “It is essential for the 
commanders to understand that the Army cannot but be the instrument of a pol- 
icy. That we must strive to get results by political means so as to avoid military op- 
erations. The soldiers cannot make themselves the judges of this policy, which does 


not seem to have the support of some of them”* 
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Since January 8, a team of French negotiators led by General Salan had been ne- 
gotiating with the Chinese government in Chongqing over the terms under which 
the Chinese occupation army in northern Indochina would be relieved by French 
forces. These negotiations were linked to larger diplomatic negotiations, not only 
about Indochina, but also about French extraterritorial rights in China, about trade, 
and about the territory that France had been leasing at Zhanjiang (also spelled 
Guangzhouwan or Kwangchowan) on the Leizhou Peninsula north of Hainan Is- 
land. In the treaty signed in Chongqing on February 28, the French gave up Zhan- 
jiang as well as all their extraterritorial rights in Shanghai, Tianjin, Hangzhou, and 
Guangzhou, and promised that Haiphong would be a free port as far as Chinese 
trade was concerned.* In return, France wanted a rapid Chinese withdrawal from 
Indochina, coordinated with the arrival of French troops. However, when the French 
troops started to embark in Saigon on February 27, the French negotiators in 
Chongqing and Hanoi had not yet told their Chinese counterparts that the land- 
ing was imminent and would be in force. The Sino-French treaty included a point 
saying that French troops would take over occupation duties in northern In- 
dochina as early as the second half of March, but it spoke of a “relief” (reléve), not 
of a massive occupation. And the French negotiators had not said anything about 
what they intended to do with the Vietnamese government.“ 

Immediately after the signing of the bilateral treaty in Chongqing, the French 
informed Chiang Kai-shek’s chiefs of staff that a French landing force was well on 
its way to Haiphong and would arrive in early March. This did not please the Chi- 
nese, and they were even less pleased to learn that the French also wanted their help 
in rearming the French troops in the Hanoi Citadel.“ On March 1, the French 
negotiators thought they had obtained China’s agreement to help out with the 
imminent landing. Colonel Jean Crépin, the main French military negotiator in 
Chongqing, serving under General Salan, cabled Leclerc: “Agreement reached. The 
fleet can sail” However, when the French demanded that the Chinese speedily clean 
up the quays in Haiphong, secure the road from Haiphong to Hanoi, facilitate the 
landing of twelve planes at Gia Lam airfield outside Hanoi, and provide security on 
the road from Gia Lam to the Citadel, the Chinese refused. The French insisted that 
the Chinese military command send the necessary instructions to Hanoi on the very 
evening of March 1. The Chinese negotiators balked, expressing their reluctance 
and their fear of Vietnamese reprisals against Chinese nationals in Tonkin, and they 
found multiple excuses during the next few days for being unable to meet the French 
wishes.“ The dispute had to be resolved by Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek him- 
self, just as he was busy with the Second Plenum of the Sixth Congress of the Guo- 
mindang party, where the conservative faction criticized him for handing Vietnam 
back to the French colonialists. As a last resort, the French asked the British am- 
bassador to China, Sir Adrian Carton de Wiart, to help convince his friend the Gen- 
eralissimo, but this initiative (made without Mountbatten’s knowledge) also failed: 
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“French Ambassador sent his Counsellor to see me today. Very worried because 
Leclerc has started his ships off from Saigon to arrive at Haiphong on the 5th. Leclerc 
thought the agreement was to have been signed already but it has not been. . . . The 
French want me to help and all I can do is to ask the Generalissimo if he will let 
them land or not. I am telling him that if he does not it will create a very unpleas- 
ant situation,’ de Wiart wrote Mountbatten.” 

A month earlier, when General Valluy had presented the plans for the reoccu- 
pation of Tonkin to the Cominindo, he had insisted that the operation must not as- 
sume a purely military form, but should be “covered” by diplomatic action in rela- 
tion both to the Chinese government and to the “Annamite leaders.”®° It was this 
“cover” that failed in Chongqing in the first days of March, but when negotiations 
fail on the central level, one has to try locally. General Salan now tried to persuade 
the Chinese commanders in Hanoi to facilitate the coming of the French troops. 
Salan’s task was not easy, for both the commander of the Chinese occupation troops, 
General Lu Han, and the commander of the Chinese Fifty-third Army, General Zhou 
Fucheng, were in Chongqing at the Guomindang party plenum. General Salan 
therefore had to deal with second-rank commanders, General Ma Ying and Gen- 
eral Zhao Zhenfan, as well as to negotiate with the head of the Chinese government's 
consultative delegation to Vietnam, Shao Baichang. On March 3, Salan addressed 
a letter to General Lu Han, fixing the date for the landing to March 6, explaining 
how the Citadel would be rearmed, and requesting free access to all airfields in 
northern Indochina and free use of the road from Haiphong to Hanoi.°! He soon 
ran into problems with his interlocutors, who needed to discuss the matter among 
themselves and then make sure that they were acting in accordance with instruc- 
tions from Chongqing. For the moment, Salan therefore had to give up his effort 
to obtain support for rearming the Citadel and concentrate on the even more ur- 
gent issue of securing the French landing in Haiphong. After having pressured the 
Chinese during a meeting that started on March 4 and lasted well into the morn- 
ing of March 5, Salan obtained permission for the French vessels to “present” them- 
selves in Haiphong on March 6, but not to disembark any troops. Even this agree- 
ment, however, was thrown into doubt again later in the day, when new orders 
arrived from Chongqing. So Salan had to start again from scratch. On the night of 
March 5-6, he once again reached an agreement with the aim of preventing a Sino- 
French clash in Haiphong. Yet when the French vessels arrived in the morning of 
March 6, the Chinese batteries opened fire. 

Salans negotiations with the Chinese officers and the chain of events leading 
to the so-called “Haiphong incident” have been well described in Lin Huas book 
Chiang Kai-shek, de Gaulle contre Hô Chi Minh and in Frédéric Turpins De Gaulle, les 
gaullistes et Indochine, 1940-1956. Turpin calls the incident “dramatic and stupid” 
and holds General Leclerc at least partially responsible, since he had been amply 
informed about the situation and hence knew that an attempt to disembark would 
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entail a serious risk of incidents.°* What Leclerc and his staff knew at the time and 
Lin Hua and Turpin have demonstrated in detail, is that the Sino-French incident 
in Haiphong did not result from any misunderstanding, or from a decision by lo- 
cal Chinese commanders at variance with orders from Chongqing. Although the 
central Chinese government and the Chinese military commanders in Indochina 
certainly had different perspectives,” they agreed on the need to prevent the 
French from going to war against Vietnam. So when the Chinese batteries in 
Haiphong opened fire on the French ships entering the harbor, they were seeking 
to defend their own and the Asian interest against a European invasion force. The 
operation was directed by the Manchu General Wang Lihuan, commander of the 
130th Division of the Chinese Fifty-third Army, whose order to open fire was based 
on his best interpretation of the instructions he had received from Chongging.5{ At 
the time he gave his order, he did not yet know that a Franco- Vietnamese agree- 
ment was about to be finalized in Hanoi; when he learned this, the fighting stopped, 
at 11 a.m., just as the final negotiations between Sainteny and Ho Chi Minh were 
ending and preparations were being made for the signing ceremony. If the nego- 
tiators had not reached an agreement at that point, then General Wang would prob- 
ably have continued to resist the French onslaught in cooperation with Vo Nguyen 
Giap’s Vietnamese forces and with tactical advice from Japanese officers still in his 
custody.” The Chinese actions were not as undisciplined as some historians have 
pretended. They were premeditated, conscious blackmail, aimed at forcing the 
French and Vietnamese to reach agreement. The Chinese did not want to be caught 
up in a Franco-Vietnamese war, so they did their best to impose peace. And they 
succeeded. 

Within the Guomindang a strongly nationalist right wing had long been ad- 
vancing a policy of helping the Vietnamese to liberate themselves from France. It 
sought to promote the influence of the pro-Chinese Vietnamese opposition par- 
ties, who were far more anti-French than the communists. Guomindang national- 
ist conservatives were represented among the Chinese officers and advisors in Viet- 
nam. However, Chiang Kai-shek’s own main concern was his struggle with Mao 
Zedong’s Red Army in northeastern China, which was resuming in February 1946, 
after a period of détente brokered by the Americans. Chiang feared that Soviet forces 
would withdraw from Manchuria and leave it in the hands of the Chinese com- 
munists. In southeastern China (Yunnan, Guangxi, Guangdong), Chiang just 
wanted to secure and deepen his control and get the local generals to provide troops 
for his war in the north. He neither wanted to be embroiled in a Vietnamese war 
of liberation nor to be seen as someone who helped France repress a fellow Asian 
people. Chiang Kai-shek wanted peace on his southern flank while focusing on his 
struggle for Manchuria. He planned to move the Chinese Sixtieth Army, consist- 
ing of troops from Yunnan, to the Vietnamese ports of Haiphong and Hongai, so 
that they could be shipped to the Manchurian front. For this to be done, it was es- 
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sential to prevent armed conflict between Vietnam and France. China signed the 
February 28 treaty, not only to obtain an end to all French extraterritorial rights 
in China, or in return for a large payment, but also because Chinas recognition 
of French sovereignty in Indochina might help secure acceptance internationally of 
China’s sovereignty in Manchuria, which the Japanese had separated from China 
and made into the independent state of Manchukuo. This was one of the reasons 
why Chiang promised to withdraw the Chinese troops rather than pursuing Roo- 
sevelt’s plan to liberate Indochina from France. 

In February, before signing the treaty with France, China made a real effort to 
improve the relationship between its army of occupation and the French represen- 
tatives in Tonkin, who had complained continually since September 1945 that the 
Chinese forces were pillaging the country, that they were not respecting French sov- 
ereignty, and were doing too little to protect French civilians. The destitute Yun- 
nanese armies, who were certainly lacking in discipline, had in part been withdrawn 
to China and in part been concentrated in the Haiphong-Hongai coastal region, 
from which they had expelled the Vietnamese army. Elsewhere, they had been re- 
placed by the better-disciplined Fifty-third Army, which reported directly to the 
central Chinese government. From February 9 to 26, General Lu Han, governor of 
Yunnan and supreme commander of the Chinese occupation forces, was in Hanoi, 
where he did his best to comply with the pro-French policy of his government. In 
return, he accepted a “precious gift” from France and, according to the French con- 
sul in Kunming, advised Ho Chi Minh to come to an agreement with the former 
colonial power.°6 


NEGOTIATIONS WITH VIETNAM 


Jean Sainteny’s task as commissioner for Tonkin and north Annam was not easy. 
He represented his country in an area where French citizens continued to live in 
semi-captivity, while the Japanese troops were being disarmed by the Chinese. Sain- 
teny tried to protect French civilians as well as the interned soldiers and to forge a 
relationship with Ho Chi Minh as the president of the “Revolutionary Annamite 
Government.” The two of them met at irregular intervals from October 1945 on, 
with an important round of talks on December 1, 1945. Sainteny was assisted by 
Léon Pignon and a French socialist, Louis Caput, and Ho Chi Minh by Vo Nguyen 
Giap and Hoang Minh Giam. The talks between Sainteny and Ho took on more 
substance after the January 6 national elections, which bolstered the legitimacy of 
the DRV. The two main issues were the question of Vietnam's national indepen- 
dence, and the status of the country’s southern region, Cochinchina. Sainteny was 
not prepared to use the word “independence” or to endow the Vietnamese gov- 
ernment with any kind of authority in Cochinchina, economically the most im- 
portant part of Indochina. 
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February 16 was a decisive day. Ho Chi Minh was in a tough political situation, 
in the run-up to the first session of the recently elected National Assembly, and with 
the nationalist parties demanding his resignation, apparently with backing from 
Chinese occupation authorities. They accused him of preparing to sell out to 
France. Amid this crisis, which happened before the Vietnamese knew that France 
was assembling an invasion force, Ho Chi Minh turned to Sainteny and hinted that 
he might not insist on immediate “independence,” but might settle for “self-gov- 
ernment,’ with independence as the ultimate goal. As mentioned above, this hap- 
pened just as Leclerc had asked the French government to make a public statement 
that did include the term “independence.” Ho Chi Minh’s sudden moderation re- 
lieved the French government of the need to use the dangerous term and created a 
temporary illusion among the French that they were about to get a good deal. They 
would soon be disappointed. 

After his apparent breakthrough, Sainteny went to Saigon to receive Leclerc’s 
instructions. He returned to Hanoi on February 19, a day on which there were an- 
ticommunist nationalist demonstrations in the streets. The opposition knew that 
Ho was negotiating, accused him of preparing to sell out national independence, 
and demanded that he step back and leave the presidency in the hands of the for- 
mer emperor, Bao Dai. On the morning of February 22, Ho was sufficiently exas- 
perated by the political situation, and by China’s support of his rivals, to actually 
ask Supreme Advisor Bao Dai to take over, but that same evening he reversed him- 
self and withdrew the suggestion. He now entered into active negotiations with 
both Chinese representatives and local nationalist politicians, which resulted in 
an agreement on February 24 to form a new government of national union. This 
provided Ho with renewed authority, and he now returned to a tougher line in his 
talks with Sainteny. 

In the following days, there were several meetings between the two, but no 
progress on substance. Then came the news that the Sino-French treaty had been 
signed in Chongqing, and that it provided for a French relief of the Chinese occu- 
pation forces. This led to a new sense of urgency on the Vietnamese side, although 
the first priority of the Vietnamese government was not to reach an agreement with 
France but to rally all parties behind the government so that they would join forces 
in the coming war of national resistance. For this reason, the planned opening of 
Vietnam's first National Assembly was advanced from March 3 to March 2. 

On that day, the National Assembly met for the first time under the impression 
of the menace of a French invasion. In a brief meeting, with 242 delegates present, 
it made a number of decisions and unanimously approved of Ho Chi Minh’s new 
coalition government of “Union and Resistance.” One of the main nationalist lead- 
ers, Nguyen Hai Than, became vice president and another, Nguyen Tuong Tam, for- 
eign minister. A third, Vu Hong Khanh, was—as mentioned earlier—elected vice 
president of a National Resistance Committee, led by Ho's close confidant Vo 
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Nguyen Giap. The session of the National Assembly had originally been meant to 
last several days, but for security reasons, it was shortened to just four hours. The 
reason may have been that Ho and Giap expected the French troops to arrive at any 
moment. Since there had not yet been any further progress in the talks between Ho 
and Sainteny, the Vietnamese leadership probably expected that the French land- 
ing would lead to an all-out confrontation. The Chinese saw the danger too and 
started to apply heavy pressure on both sides to make peace. 


BLACKMAIL FOR PEACE 


It has not been possible to establish exactly the role of Chiang Kai-shek himself in 
the events that followed. Hence it is possible that his generals acted independently 
of him when refusing to go along with the French demands that they support Opéra- 
tion Bentré.”7 But it seems more likely that the Generalissimo agreed with his gen- 
erals, indeed instructed them to resist the French landing until a Franco- Vietnamese 
agreement had been signed. On the internal Chinese level, the policy of blackmail 
had its basis in recommendations made in a February 6 report by Yuan Zijian, the 
political advisor to General Lu Han, commander of the Chinese forces of occupa- 
tion in northern Indochina: “Right now, Frances hands are tied with regard to Viet- 
nam, and we hold the key to the situation,” Yuan Zijian said. He concluded that the 
only way to avoid a series of disasters was to pressure the French to reach some kind 
of equitable understanding with the Vietnamese, including agreement on Vietnam 
political status.58 

So let us unfold, chronologically, the story of the four decisive days of Chinese 
blackmail: 

March 3: A French liaison officer in Hanoi asked his Chinese counterpart if, in 
the event that the French disembarked without having signed an agreement, the Chi- 
nese would open fire. The answer was yes, but the Chinese were putting strong pres- 
sure on the various Annamite parties to unite. It would be preferable to wait for the 
Vietnamese to unite in a sincere entente. The French troops ought not to arrive be- 
fore this entente had been realized.” The formation of Ho Chi Minh’s new national 
union government had actually been cleared in the National Assembly the day be- 
fore, but the new government of Union and Resistance did not meet till March 4. 

March 4: During a long Franco-Chinese meeting in Hanoi, General Ma Ying 
mentioned the possibility of “complications with the Annamite elements. If there 
is a fight [bagarre], there will be trouble, [and] order and security will be compro- 
mised; it is preferable to seek a solution to fend off the difficulties that may arise in 
case of disturbances.” Salan first answered that there was “indeed a possibility of 
fighting, but as our arrival proceeds, we shall take responsibility for order and se- 
curity, and at that time, we shall ensure order and security with all our means. There 
will perhaps be some wavering in the beginning, but it will disappear rapidly, and 
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there is no reason to expect any major difficulties.” A little later, Salan added: “More- 
over there are talks with the Annamite government and it is not impossible that we 
shall become friends with them. ... When you leave, the agreement with the An- 
namites will most likely be signed, and in this way the situation will be clarified.” 
The Chinese said they preferred the affair to be resolved politically before the ar- 
rival of the French troops. Salan replied: “We are working actively on this.” 

Ho Chi Minh’s new coalition government held its first meeting that day and au- 
thorized him to continue the negotiations. Meanwhile, the Cominindo asked the 
high commissioner if he intended to wait with the military operation till after an 
agreement had been concluded with Ho Chi Minh, saying: “Our desire is that you 
strive to obtain the agreement first”! DArgenlieu informed Leclerc that the French 
government had expressed a wish to see an agreement signed with Ho Chi Minh 
before the “relief operation,” but added that he personally was well aware of the plan 
to disembark at Haiphong and Hongay and to launch an operation in Hanoi. “In 
the end you must decide yourself” he said.52 What this means is probably that đAr- 
genlieu, in spite of the government's desire, envisaged a landing without any prior 
agreement, and assumed that Leclerc did the same. In order to make sure that the 
French government would not disavow them, đArgenlieu warned Marius Moutet 
against the Chinese maneuvers and “a hidden understanding” (accord occulte) be- 
tween the Annamites and the local Chinese command, which could lead to mili- 
tary conflict. Since đArgenlieu probably did not want to be too explicit about the 
danger, his own words were also somewhat cryptic: “If, and this is the main factor, 
the government continues to support us, we shall succeed in crossing this bridge... 
it seems to me appropriate to allow all and sundry a few days to assess the action 
to which we are now committed. Don't be surprised therefore if my announcements 
remain strictly cool and objective.’ These were the words of a man who knew that 
his decisions might lead to open warfare, and that his government would dislike it, 
but also would not have the guts to disavow him, notably since he enjoyed the sup- 
port of General de Gaulle. 

March 5: In the morning, the commander of the Chinese Fifty-third Army sent 
a cable from Chongqing to Hanoi saying: “Push Ho Chi Minh to sign with the 
French. .. . Order the 130th Division of the Fifty-third Army to prevent the French 
from landing before the completion of the Franco- Vietnamese negotiations.”™ Salan 
also informed Leclerc that the Chinese had promised to exert strong pressure on 
Ho Chi Minh during the night in order to obtain an agreement.® 

In Hanoi, the discussions between Salan and the Chinese generals now touched 
directly on the negotiations between Sainteny and Ho Chi Minh. The Chinese 
pointed out that the Vietnamese were accusing the Chinese of having sold them 
out to foreigners. Salan countered: “The Annamites are cunning. Ho Chi Minh is 
playing a double game. He even goes as far as to make his men demonstrate in the 
streets to impress [us]. The matter is urgent; there is a knife to our throats: there 
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are our men, there are our ships. I wish General Zhao could come and see what our 
fleet looks like tomorrow, then he would quickly understand.” 

General Zhao Zhenfan did not let himself be intimidated, but insisted: “Unlike 
you, I reckon that there will be serious incidents. There will be attacks on French 
as well as Chinese by the Annamites. In case of an attack, we must take up defen- 
sive positions and disregard the protection of French nationals” Salan then repeated 
a promise he had given the previous day to take personal responsibility for any in- 
cidents: “There may be murders, but no one can prevent this. With your way of rea- 
soning, the French will never disembark. ... What I ask is simply that the Chinese 
do not fire on the French, that there be no incidents between the French and the 
Chinese, that the Chinese make it possible for us to land. We are responsible for 
the affair” 

The Chinese turned a deaf ear to this demand and returned to the necessity of 
first signing an agreement with Ho Chi Minh. Salan protested: “one cannot reach 
any understanding with him. He changes constantly. ... Ho Chi Minh is playing a 
double game. Once we are on the quay, the matter will be settled here”66 

Meanwhile the author of the Bentré plan, Lieutenant Colonel Lecomte, realized 
that France had got itself into a trap. He was in Hanoi, communicating with Leclerc 
over the radio, and he now wrote a handwritten note to Sainteny that would later 
become famous, saying: 


Since it is now physically impossible to modify our plan, we risk bloody incidents with 
the Chinese, with the international consequences that such events entail. The only hope 
we have of modifying the Chinese attitude is to inform them that an agreement be- 
tween ourselves and the Annamite government has been signed. Given the serious- 
ness of the situation and the scope of the possible conflict, I ask in the name of Gen- 
eral Leclerc, who has given me the authority to tell you this, that you instantly do all 
that is in your power to arrive at an agreement as soon as possible, even if this should 
be at the price of initiatives that may later be repudiated.57 


So at this point Ho Chi Minh could have obtained almost anything he wanted, at 
least on paper. But then, of course, the Chinese were not only blackmailing the 
French. They put pressure on the Vietnamese as well. Historians have not, unfor- 
tunately, had access to any records of conversations between Ho Chi Minh and the 
Chinese generals. In the evening of March 5, General Zhao met with Ho Chi Minh 
and then personally carried Ho's proposals to the French negotiators.® At this late 
stage, the Vietnamese negotiators suddenly brought up an explosive new issue, 
namely, the need to fix the number of troops the French could have in the north, 
how long they could stay, and where they would be allowed to have their garrisons. 
Well into the small hours of March 6, the Vietnamese insisted that no French troops 
should be allowed to enter Hanoi and demanded that the troops in the Hanoi 
Citadel be repatriated. It was in this situation, with no time to lose and no chance 





FIGURE 3. Vietnamese painting showing Ho Chi Minh, smoking his trademark American 
cigarette, on the night of March 5-6, 1946, pondering whether or not to sign a compromise 
agreement with France. Chinese and French demons loom behind him. Museum of the 
Revolution, Hanoi. 
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to seek advice from Saigon or Paris, that Sainteny and Salan signed on to obliga- 
tions that their government would find it difficult to respect. These were written 
into a military appendix to the political agreement, the text of which had already 
been finalized.© 

March 6: In the early morning, the first French ships reached Haiphong, where 
they were met with heavy Chinese fire. At first, the French did not respond, although 
they suffered many casualties, but when the Chinese continued to fire, the French 
bombarded the Chinese positions and hit an ammunition dump, which blew up in 
a thunderous explosion. The fighting went on until 11 a.m., while the negotiators 
in Hanoi continued to wrangle over the final details of the military appendix to the 
convention. The text had been more or less ready when they restarted negotiations 
at 6 a.m., but the talks about the appendix lasted until 11 a.m., and General Salan 
was only given a short time to look at it at 4 p.m. before the accords as a whole, in- 
cluding the appendix, were signed in a ceremony at 5 p.m.”° 

A French intelligence report confirmed the crucial role of the Chinese in advis- 
ing Ho during the final phase of the negotiations: “the Chinese authorities were kept 
informed minute by minute [by the Vietnamese negotiators] during the negotia- 
tions”! The Chinese were probably also instrumental in ensuring that not only the 
president, but also the vice president of the Resistance Committee, Vu Hong 
Khanh, signed the convention, together with Sainteny.”? This was fortunate for Ho 
and the Viet Minh, since it prevented Vu Hong Khanh and his party from accus- 
ing the Viet Minh of having sold out to France. 

That evening, đArgenlieu explained to the French government why he had per- 
mitted the agreement to be signed: “The change in the attitude of the chiefs of staff 
in Chongqing and the desire of the local Chinese military to see us conclude an 
agreement with the Annamite government in Hanoi before the imminent landing 


of our troops led us to hasten its conclusion.” 


AFTERMATH 


Although there was no more shooting in Haiphong after 11 a.m., no French sol- 
dier had yet been able to disembark. Only a symbolic company was allowed to dis- 
embark that afternoon. More troops were permitted to come ashore on March 7, 
after two representatives of the Vietnamese government had greeted Leclerc on 
board the Sénégalais. Leclerc told them bluntly that he would have arrived “with or 
without your agreement.””4 The Chinese designated a zone where the French would 
be allowed to stay. The first significant contingent of troops disembarked the fol- 
lowing day and stayed within the zone. Over the next two weeks, it was not at all a 
given that the March 6 agreement would hold. The reaction of the Vietnamese pub- 
lic was at first uncertain. Although Vu Hong Khanh had signed together with Ho, 
other nationalist opponents of the Viet Minh accused the government of having 
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sold out, and it convened a big meeting in Hanoi in the evening of March 7 to de- 
fend itself. Giap, Khanh, and Ho spoke, explaining the need for an entente with 
France, and the crowd cheered. Giap said three options had been open: a long- 
drawn-out resistance, a short resistance, or a negotiated deal. The first would have 
caused enormous suffering, without certainty of success, because of unfavorable in- 
ternational circumstances. The second would have led to defeat, since France had 
ample access to modern arms. The third option had therefore been chosen. It would 
allow Vietnam to build both economic strength and military force. Giap compared 
the March 6 agreement to the agreement made by Lenin’s revolutionary govern- 
ment with Germany at Brest-Litovsk in 1918: “Did not Russia, thanks to this agree- 
ment, become very strong? The dominant idea, the goal of the government, is peace 
for progress. The road that has been opened by the convention leads to total inde- 
pendence in the future, and this remains our goal”? Giap and Hos speeches took 
the sting out of the opposition and paved the way for allowing Leclerc’s forces to 
march from Haiphong to Hanoi and enter the Vietnamese capital on March 18. In 
official Vietnamese historiography, the March 6 agreement is considered to have 
been an astute maneuver, allowing the Vietnamese government to avoid having to 
fight both the Chinese and French at the same time. The government “sought a com- 
promise with the French so as to put an end to the country’s occupation by Chiang 
Kai-shek’s forces and to buy time.’”° Time was needed in order to get rid, not only 
of the Chinese occupation, but also of “reactionary” Vietnamese groups supported 
by the Chinese, and to build and prepare the Vietnamese Army for a long war of 
resistance. 

It was also not certain that the French would respect the agreement. The French 
colonial soldiers in the Hanoi Citadel had not given up all hope of revenging them- 
selves, and the French expeditionary force remained ready to carry out Opération 
Bentré. On March 8, đArgenlieu complained in private to General Valluy: “I mar- 
vel, yes, Mon Général, that is the right word, I marvel at France having such a fine 
expeditionary force in Indochina, and that its commanders prefer to talk rather than 
fñght”77 On the following day, he made a speech in commemoration of those who 
had resisted the Japanese coup on March 9 one year earlier. He declared that he 
would accept the March 6 convention, which was “good; but referred to the Viet- 
namese government only as “the Hanoi government,’ and he compared the status 
of Vietnam to that of Cambodia, with which France had already signed a conven- 
tion on January 7.”? Meanwhile, the French troops and officers in Haiphong were 
impatient to move on to Hanoi. The Chinese stalled for fear of disturbances, but 
the French reminded them that they were obliged by treaty to hand over all authority 
to them before the end of March. The French now also reopened their request to 
secretly rearm the troops in the Hanoi Citadel. Reluctantly, the Chinese gave their 
permission, and ten aircraft took off from Tan Son Nhut airfield outside Saigon 
loaded with arms, to be transported secretly on trucks from Gia Lam airfield into 
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FIGURE 4. A quintet of French decision-makers in Indochina. Photograph taken just 
after the March 6, 1946, Franco-Vietnamese accords were signed in Hanoi. From the left: 
Procurator-General Maurice Walrand, Federal Commissioner of Political Affairs Léon 
Pignon, General Jean-Etienne Valluy, General Jean-Philippe Leclerc, and Commissioner 
of the French Republic Jean Sainteny. Reproduced from Jean Sainteny, Histoire dune paix 
manquée: Indochine, 1945-1947 (1953). 


Hanoi. Then the Chinese backtracked, and General Salan was forced to order the 
aircraft to turn around and land at Pakse in Laos instead. The guns arrived only on 
March 21 or 22, three or four days after Leclerc’s forces had marched into the city, 
without a shot being ñred.°9 

No one has applauded the Chinese role in obtaining the March 6 agreement and 
in securing respect for it in the ensuing critical weeks. Chiang Kai-shek’s army of 
200,000 men, particularly the Yunnanese troops, had been pillaging and living 
off the land. They were despised by French and Vietnamese alike. Almost exactly at 
the same time as the March 6 accord was signed in Hanoi, the former British prime 
minister Winston Churchill made a famous speech in Fulton, Missouri, in which 
he said: “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has de- 
scended across the [European] Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the 
ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Bu- 
dapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia. . . . The outlook is also anxious in the Far 
East and especially in Manchuria.” Stalin had just decided to withdraw the Soviet 
occupation troops from Manchuria before Chiang Kai-shek was able to replace them 
with sufficiently strong forces to prevent a takeover by the Chinese communists. 
By June 1946, the Chinese civil war broke out in earnest, and three years later, Chi- 
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ang Kai-shek was forced to flee to Taiwan. In 1950, some of the same Chinese officers 
who had served Chiang Kai-shek in Vietnam during 1945-46 would be sent by Mao 
Zedong to the “liberated areas” of northern Indochina as advisors, instructors, and 
road builders in the service of the Viet Minh.*! The People’s Republic of China felt 
no urge to boast of China’s pacifying role during 1945-46, but when we look care- 
fully into the events of February-March 1946, it is clear that the short and fragile 
Franco- Vietnamese “peace” from March to November, which allowed Ho Chi Minh 
to visit France and step onto the world stage as a statesman, and made it possible 
for Giap to build up his army, was a peace imposed by China. China played on the 
fact that neither the French nor the Viet Minh was willing to risk a two-front war. 
General Valluy had made it clear to the French prime minister at the beginning of 
February that a two-front war was unacceptable: “Tonkin cannot wait more than 
one or two months for a solution . . . this must not at any rate take on the appear- 
ance of a purely military action, because this would lead to a simultaneous con- 
frontation with the Chinese and Annamites.” The Viet Minh leaders made the same 
point internally shortly before they decided to sign the March 6 agreement: “If 
France accepts Vietnamese sovereignty, we can make peace. Peace in order to an- 
nihilate the ambitious white Chinese, the Vietnamese reactionaries, and the re- 
maining French fascists. Otherwise, we would be isolated and forced to fight two 
adversaries at the same time, which could lead to defeat”82 

How long did China continue to impose its peace? Arguably, until September 18, 
when the last Chinese unit pulled out of Haiphong. As long as at least some Chi- 
nese occupation troops were present in northern Indochina, an outbreak of open 
hostilities between France and Vietnam risked having international repercussions. 
The triangular power structure, with three armies present on the same territory, 
tended to preserve the peace. The result was a kind of informal modus vivendi, with 
the French and the Vietnamese finding ways of coping with each other, without ever 
agreeing. Just three days before the end of the Chinese occupation on September 18, 
however, Ho Chi Minh and Marius Moutet decided on their own modus vivendi. 


Modus Vivendi 


Late in the evening of September 14, 1946, Ho Chi Minh went to see Marius Moutet 
in his Paris apartment. Ho had been in France through the summer, giving inter- 
views and making an indelible personal impression on many French and foreign 
figures, but the formal Franco-Vietnamese negotiations at Fontainebleau, at a safe 
distance from the Paris melting pot, had not led to any agreement. The main stum- 
bling blocks were still the questions of national independence and uniting the Viet- 
namese ky. France had not been willing to grant independence, and the Vietnamese 
had not been willing to settle for less, except as a transitory arrangement. And, even 
more important, France had refused to fix a time for the referendum on Vietnamese 
unity, and the Vietnamese would not sign onto any agreement unless they could 
mark a date for such a referendum in their calendars. 

The day before, the Vietnamese negotiators—aside from Ho himself, who re- 
mained in Paris—had left Fontainebleau to board the ship Pasteur at Marseille and 
sail home, leaving unfinished business behind them. Ho had lunch with Moutet, 
and they agreed that it was unacceptable for the president of Vietnam to go home 
empty-handed. Drafts were exchanged for a new preliminary agreement, re- 
confirming the March 6 Convention, adding a few points, and fixing a definitive 
round of negotiations for January 1947. Moutet received Ho at home in the evening, 
and after midnight on September 15, they signed the agreement in the minister's 
bedroom.! On the way back to his hotel, Ho Chi Minh pondered the possible re- 
actions in Vietnam to the disappointing outcome of his long stay abroad since May. 
He is said to have murmured: “I have just signed my death sentence.” 

Ho was not, however, condemned by his compatriots. The DRV benefited sig- 
nificantly from the modus vivendi agreement, which in fact weakened the French 
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position, particularly in Cochinchina. The most important point in the agreement 
was a cease-fire in southern Indochina, where the Viet Minh guerrillas had become 
increasingly active since the best and most experienced French forces had left for 
the north in March. The cease-fire agreement meant de facto recognition of the guer- 
rilla forces and made it difficult for the French to continue denouncing them as ter- 
rorists. The modus vivendi contained eleven articles, outlining the conditions for 
Franco-Vietnamese cooperation in the economic, cultural, diplomatic, and mili- 
tary fields, but apart from the cease-fire and a promise from both sides to respect 
democratic liberties, it did not include new concessions. It stipulated that a defini- 
tive round of negotiations should be organized once the institutions of the French 
Fourth Republic had been put in place by January 1947. 

Why did France and Vietnam fail to reach a genuine agreement in the spring 
and summer of 1946? Why did they have to satisfy themselves with a modus vivendi? 
Before analyzing the implementation of the preliminary agreement, we must seek 
answers to these questions. Three possible reasons will be considered: (1) the con- 
tinued presence of the Chinese occupation forces in northern Indochina; (2) the 
fact that neither side was satisfied with the March 6 accords—rather, each saw them 
as a stepping-stone to advancing its own position; and (3) the unclear political sit- 
uation in France: the Fourth Republic did not yet have a constitution and the lines 
of governmental authority were blurred. 


THE SLOW CHINESE WITHDRAWAL 


The continued Chinese presence in the north was a nuisance for both the French 
and the Vietnamese. While the French expected the Vietnamese to be more forth- 
coming once they had lost their Chinese “protection,” the Viet Minh leaders looked 
forward to the day when they could oust the pro-Chinese anticommunist nation- 
alists from the government and from the provinces they controlled militarily along 
the Chinese border. In April, the Vietnamese coalition government agreed to ask 
the Chinese Fifty-third Army to stay in Tonkin until a definitive agreement had been 
concluded with France, but this was at the instigation of the VNQDD, whose leader 
Nguyen Tuong Tam was foreign minister.” 

The Chinese presence in the north was one of the reasons why the French gov- 
ernment decided to invite Ho to France. Leclerc and Sainteny wanted to get him 
out of reach of Chinese influence. On March 15, Leclerc sent a telegram to d'Ar- 
genlieu warning against a possible Chinese scheme to disrupt the newly established 
Eranco- Vietnamese cooperation: “In order to frustrate this scheme, we must break 
the Sino-Annamite collusion and as soon as possible remove the Viet Minh gov- 
ernment from the influence of the Chinese and the extremist Annamite parties.” 
Leclerc favored immediate negotiations in France and instructed General Salan to 
tell Ho there would be a conference in Paris.” This was just before Leclerc made his 
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entry into Hanoi. His promise had not been cleared with d’Argenlieu, who in fact 
had told the French government a week earlier that it would be a serious mistake 
to negotiate in Paris, since this would reduce the authority of the high commissioner 
and give Tonkin better treatment than the other members of the Indochinese Fed- 
eration. He also no doubt disliked the prospect of Ho meddling in French politics, 
given his record as a veteran of communist proselytizing and his numerous con- 
tacts in France. D’Argenlieu agreed that the Annamite representatives should be ex- 
tricated from the unhealthy atmosphere in Hanoi, but from his Gaullist perspec- 
tive, Paris would be even worse. The best place to negotiate, he thought, was the 
small highland town of Dalat, whose cooler climate had made it a preferred resort 
in the hot season for French colonial administrators; dArgenlieu was even work- 
ing on a long-held plan to make Dalat the new capital of the Indochinese Federa- 
tion. Talks there would not be disturbed by “spontaneous or organized mass 
demonstrations.” On March 24, he invited Ho Chi Minh to meet him on board 
one of his warships in Ha Long Bay north of Haiphong, but did not invite Leclerc. 
At this meeting, dArgenlieu rejected Ho's demand for immediate negotiations in 
Paris, thus contradicting Leclerc, who became extremely angry.’ 

Leclercs arguments in the March 15 telegram show that the principal motive for 
his more conciliatory attitude was the fear of a simultaneous conflict with the Chi- 
nese and the Viet Minh. He based his judgment on the situation in the north. D’Ar- 
genlieu took a longer view and mainly feared the concessions that Ho might ex- 
tract from the left-leaning French government after de Gaulle had left power. On 
March 27, Leclerc defended the March 6 agreement in his long, previously men- 
tioned report, which he sent informally to de Gaulle. If his forces had been en- 
gaged in serious combat both with the Annamites and the Chinese, he said, “the 
reconquest of Tonkin, even partially, would have been impossible.” He criticized 
đArgenlieu (without naming him) for not having informed the French government 
properly of this danger. According to Leclerc, France had won the first round. The 
second would have to be won by means of politics and negotiations. As soon as the 
Chinese had left, he thought, the problems would be a lot easier to resolve, since 
the French would then be in a stronger position.? 

Leclerc was wrong to think that the Chinese influence made the Vietnamese less 
reasonable. As we have seen, the Chinese actually wanted the Vietnamese govern- 
ment to cooperate with France. To some extent, the Viet Minh also needed the French 
to counterbalance China; once the Chinese were gone, the Viet Minh would be in 
better control internally, have better prospects of being able to fight a protracted re- 
sistance struggle, and hence be less willing to compromise. This was well understood 
by the key French policy-maker Léon Pignon, who had assisted Sainteny in the talks 
leading up to the March 6 agreement, played a significant role in the French dele- 
gation to the Fontainebleau conference from July to September 1946, and joined đAr- 
genlieu in Saigon as his main political advisor on October 2. Pignon was a brilliant 
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FIGURE 5. Ho Chi Minh with Admiral Georges Thierry đArgenlieu, 
high commissioner of French Indochina, on board the French Navy 
ship Emile Bertin in Ha Long Bay, north of Ha Long, March 24, 
1946. D’Argenlieu, an admiral, preferred such naval encounters as 
a way of displaying French power. Courtesy Philippe Devillers. 


student from the French Ecole coloniale and the “Machiavelli” of the French ad- 
ministration. No ideology except the national interest counted for him. In Indochina, 
it was in the interest of France to divide and rule." In early 1946, when the influence 
of China and the China-oriented Vietnamese parties was strong and growing, 
Pignon wanted to pull the Viet Minh away from China and toward France. Hence 
he eagerly assisted Sainteny in his talks with Ho Chi Minh. After March 6, Pignon 
quickly realized that the Viet Minh was France’s most formidable enemy, and then 
developed a positive interest in former Emperor Bao Dai, as well as the leaders of 
the pro-Chinese nationalist parties, as counterbalancing forces to the Viet Minh. The 
Chinese troops were detested by the Vietnamese and French populations alike, but 
it was their presence that made it necessary for both the French and the Vietnamese 
to manage their problems without resorting to violence. Once the Chinese had left, 
neither side would have to fear a two-front war. Pignon and đArgenlieu, with their 
more long-term view, understood this better than the shortsighted Leclerc. 

Leclerc continued to entertain the illusion that the Viet Minh would turn more 
reasonable once the Chinese had left. When most of the Chinese troops had gone 
home at the beginning of June, he wrote to the MRP’s chairman, Maurice Schu- 
mann, saying that there was no longer any need to make concessions to Vietnam. 
France now held all the vital points in Indochina, Leclerc asserted, thus all the 
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trumps: “I think, under these circumstances, that it would be very dangerous for 
the French representatives at the negotiations to let themselves be duped by the de- 
ceptive language (democracy, resistance, the New France) that Ho Chi Minh and 
his team have mastered to perfection.”!! Schumann forwarded the letter to Prime 
Minister Georges Bidault. 

Leclerc’s position had hardened, but he had not changed his general attitude. It 
was merely common sense, from his perspective, that the essential thing was to have 
forces on the ground. Once the French military presence had been solidified, France 
could decide how generous it wanted to be. When Leclerc left his command and 
returned to Paris, he told a group of influential newsmen that a firm French atti- 
tude would help make the Vietnamese more conciliatory. In the event of conflict, 
the Vietnamese government would have to withdraw to the interior of the coun- 
try. And if that should happen, then French control of rich Cochinchina and of key 
locations in the north would, after a while, force the Vietnamese to change their at- 
titude.!? Leclerc left his command on July 18. He was replaced by General Jean- 
Etienne Valluy, who until then had commanded the French forces in northern In- 
dochina. This was while the Fontainebleau conference was going on, with several 
committees working on the various chapters of a proposed treaty. With the prospect 
of improving their position in the wake of the Chinese departure, the French did 
not have any strong incentive to compromise. In Leclerc’s final report from his mis- 
sion, he pointed out as a problem that the French garrisons in the north were “al- 
most prisoners’; they had no room to move. This actually resulted from the mili- 
tary appendix to the March 6 agreement, and a follow-up military convention 
(“Conférence đEtat-major”) that General Salan signed on April 3.! The March 6 
convention itself stipulated that a force of 10,000 Vietnamese and 15,000 French 
troops were to relieve the Chinese occupation army north of the 16th parallel. The 
number of French and Vietnamese troops in each garrison was also fixed. Viet- 
namese troops would remain under Vietnamese control but were to be at the dis- 
posal of the French commander. French forces in the north were explicitly not to 
exceed 15,000, while no ceiling was established for the Vietnamese army outside 
of the “forces of relief” A permanent Vietnamese delegation would be accredited 
to the French commander, and in order to prevent local incidents, the Vietnamese 
were to be informed forty-eight hours in advance of any French troop movements. 
There were to be mixed liaison commissions on all important levels. When Valluy 
left the north to take overall command in Saigon, the troops in the north got a new 
commander, Colonel Jean Crépin, who served for only a month, during which a 
serious incident occurred at Bac Ninh, just north of Hanoi. Shortly afterward, Louis- 
Constant Morliére, a three-star general, took over the northern command. All these 
commanders had to worry as much about their relations with the Chinese occu- 
pation army as with the government of Vietnam, and the Chinese presence made 
it essential to prevent incidents such as the one at Bac Ninh from escalating. 


70 MODUS VIVENDI 


As long as the Chinese troops were there, it was difficult for both France and the 
Viet Minh to improve their positions. The Viet Minh wanted to get rid of the pro- 
Chinese nationalist parties, whose armies had ousted the Viet Minh from certain 
areas with Chinese support. Cooperation in the coalition government was uneasy 
at best. The Viet Minh were eager to get the Chinese to leave, and the French could 
not wait for them to go. The Chinese continued to blackmail the French, however, 
and made their departure contingent on substantial further payments. The Chinese 
promised over and over again to live up to their obligation in the February 28 
Chongqing treaty and leave French Indochina. Still, it took until June before the 
bulk of the troops pulled out, and even then a few important Yunnanese units re- 
mained in the strategic city of Haiphong. It was they who sailed out of the harbor 
on September 18 in order to play their part in the Chinese Civil War, which had 
broken out in Manchuria in June. Thus the stabilizing triangular power structure 
in northern Indochina gave way to a bipolar conflict between two parties, the French 
and the Viet Minh, who had both been waiting for a chance to push their positions 
forward in relation to the compromise they had been forced to make on March 6. 


TWO ADVANCING FORCES 


The second reason why France and Vietnam did not reach any new agreement after 
March 6, except for a modus vivendi, was that neither the French nor the Vietnamese 
government really valued the accord. They saw it as a stepping-stone to advance 
their own positions rather than the beginning of a road to further compromise or 
win-win solutions. Instead of preparing themselves mentally and practically to move 
forward together, they both sought to make changes on the ground so as to im- 
prove their positions before the next round of negotiations. 

There might have been room for compromise. The DRV could have opted to con- 
centrate on building an independent state in the north, refrain from waging armed 
struggle in the south, and postpone national unification to a later stage. Alterna- 
tively, it could have accepted something less than independence, subject to France 
allowing a referendum on national unification. The French could have let the north 
go its own way, and concentrated on modernizing Cochinchina, Cambodia, and 
Laos. Or they could have tolerated a development in the direction of Vietnamese 
unity, while insisting on a certain number of French prerogatives and a sustained 
French military presence in all of Indochina. The March 6 agreement did not bring 
the parties much closer to a compromise of either kind, since instead of trading 
sovereignty for unity or vice versa, it met both of the two main national demands 
halfway. “Freedom” was not quite the same as independence but could be inter- 
preted that way. A referendum was not quite national unity but could be expected 
to bring it about. 

When Sainteny told Ho Chi Minh, after signing the March 6 convention, how 
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satisfied he was that war had been averted, Ho answered: “And it grieves me, be- 
cause basically you are the one who have won. You know very well that I wanted 
more than that. . . . But after all I also understand that one cannot get everything 
in one day”! Compromises are easier to reach when one party is advancing and 
the other retreating than when both are advancing, or think they are. The Viet- 
namese sought to solidify their republican institutions in the north and to consol- 
idate control of the whole of Tonkin/Bac Bo as soon as the Chinese forces left. They 
also wanted to use this occasion to rid themselves of their coalition partners in the 
government of Union and Resistance, who had been dreaming of replacing French 
domination with Sino-American influence. And in Cochinchina/Nam Bo, the Viet- 
namese government backed an increasingly active guerrilla campaign meant to dis- 
suade anyone from collaborating with France as long as no agreement had been 
reached. The French for their part put major emphasis on seeking to establish a lo- 
cal, autonomous, progressive, and pro-French government in Cochinchina and to 
build Laos and Cambodia into solid components of the Indochinese Federation. 
While this was being done, they preferred not to make any dramatic new deals with 
the Hanoi government, which they saw as representing only Tonkin. The French 
hope was to build strong federal institutions and then cope with the Hanoi gov- 
ernment as representing just one of five units. In the long run, the Vietnamese were 
no more inclined to tolerate French military presence than the French were to accept 
a state controlled by the Viet Minh. The French intended under no circumstances 
to let Hanoi control the south, while the primary Vietnamese goal was north-south 
national unification. 

All this meant that the Franco-Vietnamese preparatory talks in Dalat (d’Ar- 
genlieu’s preferred location) from April 17 to May 11, and at Fontainebleau from 
July 6 to September 10, were doomed almost from the outset. Both sides had pre- 
pared themselves well, and they held a number of interesting discussions, but the 
stumbling block that prevented any negotiated agreement was the referendum on 
Vietnamese national unity that had been promised on March 6. The Vietnamese 
insisted that the French set a date, and were sure of winning the popular vote. The 
French, well aware that even the prospect of a referendum would kill all hope of 
persuading the Cochinchinese to establish viable autonomous institutions, consis- 
tently refused to set a date. This sealed the fate of the negotiations. 

In April, at Dalat, the two main negotiators were Max André, a Christian Dem- 
ocratic party (MRP) member of the French National Assembly, and Vietnam's 
foreign minister, Nguyen Tuong Tam (VNQDD), while đArgenlieu, as head of the 
Indochinese Federation, tried to play the role of a neutral host. Because of his sta- 
tus as a foreign minister, Tam did not engage directly in the negotiations, so in prac- 
tice the Vietnamese delegation was led by Vo Nguyen Giap. The tone was not good. 
When the conference broke down, đArgenlieu felt it was time to concentrate on 
building the rest of the Federation and leave Tonkin to its own fate for the time be- 
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ing. He reported to Paris that the Chinese presence made it necessary to continue 
to tread cautiously in the north, but if France concentrated on building up the Fed- 
eration’s other components, the “free state in the north” would probably want to 
join it at a later stage, at least militarily, economically and culturally. A breakdown 
of the Franco- Vietnamese conference in France, which was then just on the plan- 
ning stage, would do no harm, đArgenlieu affirmed. It would give Laos, Cambo- 
dia, Cochinchina, and southern Annam—not to mention France—“total freedom 
of action”! In May, he proposed that representatives of the other federated states 
be invited to Paris at the same time as the delegation from Hanoi. When the French 
government rejected this proposal, he instead summoned representatives of the 
other “countries” to Dalat for what would be called the “second Dalat conference”16 

Rather than digging into the files of the futile negotiations,!” we should look at 
the attempts made by each side to advance their positions while the talks were go- 
ing on, and while waiting for the Chinese troops to leave. The French experimented 
with Cochinchinese autonomy and set up federal institutions to govern all five parts 
of Indochina; the guerrilla movement in the south sought to undermine these 
French experiments; and the Viet Minh endeavored to take full internal control in 
the north, while building up armed forces to prepare for a protracted war. These 
actions may explain the absence of an agreement better than anything that was be- 
ing said in Dalat or Fontainebleau. 

In Saigon, French authorities established a provisional Cochinchinese govern- 
ment, but inasmuch as an overwhelming majority of southerners favored national 
unifcation,!# the provisional government only represented a tiny, wealthy, pro- 
French minority. It faced a hostile public opinion and an increasingly powerful guer- 
rilla movement, led by the Viet Minh in cooperation with the powerful religious sects. 
The French never trusted the Cochinchinese government enough to give it real power. 
The experiment with Cochinchinese autonomy thus proved a failure. 

The linchpin of d’Argenlieu’s Federation was Cochinchina. One week after the 
March 6 accord, the Cochinchinese Council demanded the same status as the Viet- 
namese government. It also wanted to be a “free state” The commissioner of the 
French Republic for Cochinchina, Jean Cédile, declared that the March 6 agree- 
ment was only a local convention for the north, and that the referendum mentioned 
in the convention would be held only when order had been completely restored. 
On March 26, the Cochinchinese Council had designated Dr. Nguyen Van Thinh 
as president of a new provisional government of the Cochinchinese Republic, but 
it took until June 1 before he was formally recognized as such by the high com- 
missioner. The March 26 decision provoked a wave of assassinations of “traitors” 
and stepped up an already ongoing propaganda war between “unionists” and “sep- 
aratists” in the south. In April, a Cochinchinese mission visited Paris, and đAr- 
genlieu asked the French government to reach a decision as soon as possible. The 
government stalled. Then đArgenlieu proceeded to allow the official proclama- 
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tion of the Cochinchinese Republic on June 1, 1946. Two days later, a Franco- 
Cochinchinese Convention was signed by Commissioner Cédile and Dr. Thinh. 
The Cochinchinese Council was subsequently enlarged to ninety-two members, 
all designated by the high commissioner. There was much speculation as to the 
probable outcome of a referendum on national unity. Devillers quotes one of the 
French members of the Council as saying in September 1946 that it would be sheer 
folly to hold a referendum, because it would be interpreted as a vote for or against 
France, and 90 percent would be “against us”? The American consul in Saigon, 
Charles Reed, thought that 65-70 percent would vote for inclusion in Vietnam, 
pointing out that the unionist press by far outnumbered the separatist newspa- 
pers.2! The new Cochinchinese Republic enjoyed very limited support. 

On May 31, Ho Chi Minh and the Vietnamese negotiating team for the upcoming 
conference at Fontainebleau left Vietnam on a French plane. They arrived in France 
just after the French elections on June 2, which led to a cabinet crisis. The leader of 
the Vietnamese negotiating team, Pham Van Dong, was already in France, where 
he had led a friendship visit since April 26. Due to a lack of preparations, to the 
cabinet crisis, and to the fact that dArgenlieu had been opposed to having negoti- 
ations on French soil, the opening of the Fontainebleau conference was delayed by 
several weeks. Ho Chi Minh and the Vietnamese negotiators were therefore idle 
during the first part of their stay. Ho was sent to Biarritz on the French Atlantic 
coast, far away from the French political scene, on a kind of vacation. From June 22 
to July 4, however, he was received as an official guest of the French government in 
Paris, where he stayed while the Vietnamese negotiators met their French counter- 
parts at Fontainebleau. When the conference finally opened, on July 6, it immedi- 
ately ran into difficulties, with the Vietnamese denouncing the unilateral declara- 
tion of a French-sponsored Cochinchinese Republic one month earlier. The 
conference dragged on without bringing clarification to the questions of either in- 
dependence or unity. In late July, the Vietnamese delegation learned that đArgen- 
lieu had summoned a second Dalat conference to begin on August 1, without invit- 
ing the DRV and with handpicked delegates from some areas that the DRV 
considered to be under its sovereignty. This prompted the Vietnamese to temporarily 
break off the negotiations. DArgenlieu had not informed Moutet in advance that 
the Dalat conference was about to start, so the minister for Overseas France also 
reacted strongly, although only against the inappropriate timing. Moutet was in gen- 
eral agreement with the principle of building a five-state Indochinese Federation 
with a powerful French-controlled executive. 

At the second Dalat conference in August, which took place while the Fontaine- 
bleau conference was in recess, Cochinchinese representatives met with delegates 
from Laos and Cambodia and observers from southern Annam and some high- 
land minority areas. In d'Argenlieu’s conception, the March 6 agreement concerned 
only Tonkin, and he intended to create a system of similar agreements with all five 
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federated states. The first agreement had been signed with Cambodia as early as 
January 7. The March 6 agreement, seen by đArgenlieu as applicable only to Tonkin, 
was the second. A third was signed with Cochinchina on June 3, and a fourth with 
Laos on August 27. Only Annam, which was divided by the 16th parallel, did not 
get any such agreement. D’Argenlieu’s federal conference at Dalat proved a partial 
failure, as protests from the Vietnamese delegation to Fontainebleau forced the 
French government to instruct Saigon to postpone some of its political federation- 
building, and also because the Cambodian and Laotian representatives did not sup- 
port a French-dominated Federation as enthusiastically as dArgenlieu might have 
hoped. Yet the conference did come up with detailed proposals for the composi- 
tion and attributions of Indochina’s federal institutions, emphasizing that Dalat 
should be its capital. DArgenlieu prepared to move his own headquarters from 
Saigon to Dalat and ordered large amounts of equipment from France for the 
purpose. When the equipment did not arrive on time, đArgenlieu complained.” 

The main reason cited by the French for refusing to set a date for the referendum 
was the ongoing “terrorist” campaign in the south. In Leclerc’s end-of-mission 
report in June 1946, he pointed out that the government in Hanoi was simulta- 
neously negotiating with France and supporting a war against the French in the 
south. “Like Janus, this government has two faces? This was true, but it was not 
something the Vietnamese government was shy about. It claimed sovereignty over 
the whole of “Vietnam” and saw the guerrilla struggle in the south as a way of un- 
derpinning that claim. At the time of the August Revolution in 1945, the Viet Minh 
had dominated the north to a much greater extent than the south. In Nam Bo, the 
two religious sects Hoa Hao and Cao Dai had considerable backing in the coun- 
tryside, and the Trotskyites were strong in the cities. The communist movement in 
the south was led by theoretically inclined intellectuals who were less tactically and 
diplomatically skilled than their comrades in the north. The contentious character 
of the nationalist movement in the south facilitated Leclerc’s “pacification campaign” 
at the end of 1945 and the beginning of 1946. He took on the armies of the Hoa 
Hao, the Cao Dai, and the Viet Minh one after the other. At first, he seemed to score 
a resounding military success. Many Caodaists rallied to the French. By March, 
Leclerc estimated that his troops controlled, not just the cities, but also 80 percent 
of the villages.” Politically, however, France had confronted and alienated much of 
the population, and when the Viet Minh reorganized its forces and started to co- 
operate more systematically with the religious sects, guerrilla activity resurfaced in 
most of the areas the French thought they had pacified. Leclerc had placed small 
French units at many minor posts. When the guerrillas started their nightly attacks, 
these posts proved untenable, and the French had to concentrate their troops. Ac- 
cording to a later report from Leclerc, only 10 percent of the villages in Cochinchina 
were under French control by January 1947.”4 It was not, of course, that the pro- 
portion of French-controlled villages had sunk from 80 to 10 percent in a matter 
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of less than a year. Rather, Leclerc’s successes in January-February were hollow, al- 
though this was not immediately apparent. The Vietnamese resistance needed to 
regroup after the massive repression it had experienced since September 1945. Not 
only the French 9° DIC and 2° DB had been active in the repression; British Gurkha 
forces were involved as well, and some of the bloodiest operations were carried out 
by Japanese troops serving under British orders after they surrendered. According 
to a British report, among the soldiers killed in southern Indochina from the time 
the trouble started in October 1945 until order seemed to have been established on 
January 13, 1946, there were three Britons, 37 Gurkhas, 85 French, 129 Japanese, 
and one American (Lt. Col. Peter Dewey). Of the Vietnamese casualties, 641 were 
killed by British-Indian, 1,565 by French, and 2,756 by Japanese troops.” The Japa- 
nese killed and wounded more and took more prisoners than the British and French 
taken together. The British commanders were amazed at the discipline with which 
the Japanese troops fought for a cause that was not theirs. When the Viet Minh re- 
organized the resistance forces and started its guerrilla campaign in the south, the 
British troops had left, the Japanese were in the process of being repatriated, and 
the battle-hardened French 9° DIC and 2° DB had gone north. The less experienced 
3° DIC was left to control Cochinchina, southern Annam and Cambodia. No won- 
der Nguyen Binh, the new guerrilla commander who had come down from the 
north to take charge, found it easier to organize the resistance than his predeces- 
sor had done. 

The reorganization of the guerrilla forces in the south was not carried out by the 
Viet Minh’s southern leadership, but by Nguyen Binh, a former VNQDD activist 
turned communist, who was soon playing a role in the south similar to Vo Nguyen 
Giap’s in the north. He came as the central government's military delegate to the 
south, took direct command of the eastern military zone, including Saigon-Cholon, 
and, in addition, took responsibility for coordinating all three southern war zones. 
Nguyen Binh rose to become a legendary leader and was extremely popular among 
the anticolonial fighters. Until March 1946, he concentrated on organizing his net- 
work and command structure and did not engage his troops in serious fighting. In 
the beginning of March, when the bulk of the French forces went north, he judged 
that the time was ripe for action. This was when the provisional Cochinchinese gov- 
ernment was established. Now any local leader supporting the new Cochinchina 
or otherwise collaborating with France risked assassination. The number of politi- 
cal murders increased exponentially, and guerrilla units began to harass isolated 
French units. A National United Front was founded under Nguyen Binh on April 10, 
including adherents of the religious sects Cao Dai and Hoa Hao and other anti- 
colonial groups. On April 19, Nguyen Binh ordered a general offensive to “support” 
the first Dalat conference. The guerrilla war in the south dragged on through May- 
August, and when the French troops concentrated in large units, pro-French vil- 
lage leaders (notables) were left without protection. In Pignon’s words, the concen- 
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tration of the French military forces was “militarily indispensable, but politically a 
catastrophe??? During the Fontainebleau conference, he denounced French mili- 
tary authorities for their “extreme naïveté”?Š In September-October, in the run-up 
to the effectuation of the modus vivendi cease-fire, Nguyen Binh further intensified 
his guerrilla struggle.” 

The methods used by the guerrillas were established in general instructions from 
Hanoi, signed by Tran Huy Lieu, another communist who had started out as a 
VNQDD activist but had crossed over while in prison in the early 1930s, after hav- 
ing recruited Nguyen Binh to the VNQDD. The two of them were friends, and Binh 
was now practicing in the south what Lieu was prescribing verbally from the north. 
Tran Huy Lieu had served as minister of communications and propaganda in the 
DRV’s first government, and had headed the delegation that received Bao Dai’s ab- 
dication in Hue late August 1945. In Vietnamese historiography, the teaching of 
guerrilla principles is normally associated with Communist Party Secretary-General 
Truong Chinh and Commander in Chief Vo Nguyen Giap. But in this early phase, 
the textbook was written by Tran Huy Lieu, who a few years later, after he had suc- 
cumbed to “voluntarism” and committed some serious mistakes, suffered the tragic 
fate of being condemned to a life as a professional historian. Regardless of Lieu’s 
later fate, his instructions from 1946 give a lively description of the tactics that the 
Vietnamese “tiger” would be using for nearly thirty years in its struggle against the 
Western “elephants.” The guerrillas, he said, 


operate in a familiar atmosphere. Secrecy and surprise are the general conditions for 
their success in confrontations with an awkward adversary who is badly informed and 
operates in an unfavorable climate. 

The miracle of guerrilla war is that the whole population takes part. The soldier is 
the inhabitant, and the inhabitant is the soldier. . . . The tactics consist in avoiding 
well-guarded positions, attacking posts where the garrison is weak, advancing if the 
enemy retreats and retreating if the enemy advances, organizing ambushes where the 
enemy will be overcome by numbers in spite of his valor. . . . One of the guerrilla tac- 
tics consists in making the enemy “blind” Our soldiers do not wear uniforms, they 
don't concentrate in barracks, and they slip through crowds, which hide them if nec- 
essary. In that way, the French soldiers are incapable of detecting their presence. ... 
Another of the guerrilla tactics consists in making the enemy “deaf?39 


These were only a small part of Tran Huy Lieu’s instructions. They show that the 
Vietnamese were already familiar with the principles of guerrilla warfare. 

The telegrams from Saigon to Paris in September-October reported an increas- 
ing number of clashes between French and “rebel” forces. Details and assessments of 
the gravity of the insurgency differed, but all reports cited a higher number of “rebels” 
than Frenchmen killed.*! A report from October 7 serves to illustrate: “An ambush 
region Tanan costs us one dead, 2 injured. Rebel losses serious”? “Partisans” —that 


is, Vietnamese fighting on the French side—were often among those killed. The French 
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strove to establish a “partisan army.’ Thus on September 19, the high commissioner 
asked Paris for equipment for 9,300 “partisan” troops in Cochinchina and 1,200 in 
south Annam.33 The “partisans” seem to have been used to guard the most danger- 
ous outposts. That same September 19, Saigon reported: “In region Hocmon, Thu- 
daumot, favorable activity of our patrols: 6 rebels killed, 3 injured, 23 prisoners, of 
whom several members assassination committee. Same region partisans have evac- 
uated a post under pressure rebels and lost 2 dead, 1 disappeared.”*4 The one who 
disappeared may well have reappeared as a “rebel” later. 

During the last weeks before the cease-fire prescribed in the modus vivendi agree- 
ment entered into force on October 30, the Viet Minh launched a military offen- 
sive. On October 26, đArgenlieu reported a serious attack on the city of My Tho, 
southwest of Saigon.” By the end of October, Devillers affirms, the Viet Minh held 
practically three-quarters of Cochinchina.?6 

So what we see in the south is two sides both trying to advance their positions, 
France by establishing new autonomous institutions in defiance of the promise made 
in the March 6 accords, and the Viet Minh by mounting an increasingly effective 
insurgency. The same picture, two parties each trying to advance at the expense of 
the other, is also to be found in the north. After long delays, the Chinese troops 
finally withdrew from Hanoi, and the Viet Minh was able to gradually eliminate 
the political influence of the pro-Chinese parties. 

When the Chinese troops left, the government quickly reoccupied most of those 
provinces that the Chinese had left to the pro-Chinese parties and their militias. 
The most important leaders of the Dong Minh Hoi and Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang 
(VNQDD) took refuge in China or in a few remaining strongholds near the Chi- 
nese border. In July, their Hanoi headquarters were searched by a commando unit 
of the Vietnamese police. Corpses of tortured and killed French soldiers were found, 
and seen as proof that the pro-Chinese parties were guilty of kidnapping French 
citizens.” From a local French perspective, the Viet Minh was actually quite mod- 
erate in comparison with the VNQDD and Dong Minh Hoi. The Viet Minh was 
thus able to suppress the opposition and monopolize political power in the north 
without provoking French hostility. It was difficult for the French to protest when the 
Vietnamese authorities arrested someone accused of having organized the kid- 
napping or killing of French civilians, or when they intervened to prevent opposi- 
tion newspapers from launching incendiary campaigns against France. Still, the 
suppression of the only organized political opposition existing in the north was ob- 
served with dismay by the French authorities in Saigon, notably by Léon Pignon, 
who had become đArgenlieu5 principal political advisor as commissioner for po- 
litical affairs. He was able to see the larger strategic picture and would have pre- 
ferred to see the Viet Minh weakened by internal power struggles and real chal- 
lenges from any kind of opposition, no matter what its attitude to France. Pignon 
knew that politics is more about power than about attitudes, and that the latter may 
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well change with shifts of power. In 1973, Pignon admitted that when he returned 
from the Fontainebleau conference, he had already lost hope of a peaceful solution, 
mainly because the Viet Minh had liquidated the nationalist groups in the north, 
so France had to face a monolithic national bloc.°Š 

So both in the south and the north, the Viet Minh was strengthening its posi- 
tion. During the July-September period, the same was not the case with the French. 
They had established garrisons in the north by virtue of the March 6 agreement, 
but did not now push their positions much forward. The military units in the north 
had, however, drawn up plans for how to use any emergency to enhance their con- 
trol of the towns where they had been deployed. The attempts to establish mutual 
confidence and cooperation between the French and Vietnamese armies had only 
very limited success. 

When an agreement has been forced on two parties who are both dissatisfied 
with it, then it may still be possible to make a virtue of it, and start defending the 
need for peace, confidence, and further compromise. The March 6 agreement did 
take on a positive value, not just internationally, but in France as well. Georges 
Bidault told the MRP’s Grand Council, which met on March 8-10, that Indochina 
had just “been saved.”*? The French leftist parties were much relieved to learn that 
the Gaullist commanders in Indochina had agreed to accommodate the national 
aspirations of the Vietnamese, and many French leftists took good care of Presi- 
dent Ho while he was in France. “Peace” was a dominant value in postwar Europe, 
and there was much opposition to the prospect of embarking on new colonial wars. 
Perhaps there might therefore have been a chance for the agreement to be more 
faithfully applied after all, and for new, more fruitful negotiations to take place. But 
this would probably have required a change of leaders on one or both of the sides, 
primarily the French. Although it defended and even boasted of the March 6 agree- 
ment rhetorically, the French government did not put pressure on đArgenlieu to 
apply it faithfully; instead, it allowed him to organize and build his anti- Viet Minh— 
if not anti- Vietnamese—Indochinese Federation. One explanation for this may be 
that the uncertainty of the political situation in France prevented the French gov- 
ernment from adopting a more consistent policy of accords. 


THE UNACCOMPLISHED FRENCH REPUBLIC 


Whereas the victors of World War II negotiated the European peace treaties in the 
heart of Paris, the Vietnamese negotiators were asked to carry out their negotia- 
tions in the small town of Fontainebleau, some sixty-five kilometers southeast of 
Paris. And a second-rate politician, Max André, was appointed to lead the French 
delegation. Pham Van Dongs Vietnamese delegation hammered throughout July, 
August, and early September 1946 on the two principal Vietnamese demands: in- 
dependence and unity. Meanwhile, Ho pleaded the Vietnamese cause in Paris it- 
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self. But all in vain. The French delegation rejected the primary Vietnamese de- 
mands. Was this because of the general confusion in French politics, the failure of 
French politicians to adopt a new constitution, and the general difficulties of work- 
ing out clear policies in a coalition government engaged in setting up a new republic? 

Like the DRV, the French Fourth Republic did not yet have a constitution. A com- 
mission had drafted a proposal that was supported by the communists and social- 
ists, but it was rejected in a French referendum on May 5, after the MRP had joined 
de Gaulle in opposing it. A new text therefore had to be worked out, while France 
prepared to elect a new Constitutive National Assembly on June 2. The MRP did 
well in these elections. Bidault formed a new government, and the MRP played a 
decisive role in modifying the constitution so that it could be approved in a second 
referendum, to be held in October. The new constitution notably reduced the de- 
gree of autonomy allowed for colonial territories with membership and represen- 
tation in the French Union.“ Constitutional squabbles took up much of the gov- 
ernments attention during the summer and fall of 1946, and, in his capacity as 
foreign minister, Bidault was greatly preoccupied with the Paris Peace Conference, 
where the victorious Allies took a long time to work out complex agreements with 
the defeated states in Europe. 

The dispersion of responsibilities in the French decision-making system is 
clearly shown in the lack of coordination between the high commissioner’s ac- 
tions to foster an autonomous Cochinchina and the French government attempts 
to negotiate with Vietnam in Fontainebleau. On March 29, 1946, Bidault told 
đArgenlieu that if Cochinchina, “the richest and most densely populated province 
in Indochina, were united with Vietnam, France would lose one of her greatest 
“trumps”#! During the abortive conference at Dalat in April, however, Minister for 
Overseas France Moutet told đArgenlieu that it would be considered a French “ma- 
neuver” if France permitted an autonomous Cochinchinese government to be con- 
stituted after having promised in the March 6 agreement to respect the result of a 
referendum on the question of Vietnamese unity. It would lead to Vietnamese 
protests and put the French government in a “difficult situation” if a delegation of 
Cochinchinese representatives were sent to Paris while France was expecting a del- 
egation from Vietnam.” Yet again, as mentioned, a delegation of the sort did go to 
Paris, and đArgenlieu continued his preparations to formally endorse the provi- 
sional Cochinchinese government. 

When the first Dalat conference broke up without having yielded any results on 
May 11, the reason was that the French refused even to discuss plans for the agreed 
referendum. The Vietnamese were dismayed, particularly in the light of the ongo- 
ing French attempts to promote the establishment of an autonomous Cochinchina. 
Four days after the failure at Dalat, the secretary-general of the French Intermin- 
isterial Committee for Indochina (Cominindo) warned đArgenlieu that it was not 
government policy to undermine the March 6 accord. The government had decided 
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to keep strictly to the clause of the March 6 convention stipulating that a referen- 
dum would fix the status of Cochinchina, he said. 

On the same day as dArgenlieu got these disconcerting instructions, however, 
Moutet transmitted a message to him from former Governor-General Alexandre 
Varenne, who advised Saigon to postpone the referendum until the situation had 
been completely normalized, and to constitute a provisional “Annamite” govern- 
ment in Cochinchina, with a prestige comparable to that of the Vietnamese gov- 
ernment, without delay. Moutet specified that this was just Varenne’s opinion, and 
that he would express his own later.* It was enough, however, for d’Argenlieu to 
act. While Ho was en route to France by air, đArgenlieu authorized the proclama- 
tion of the Cochinchinese Republic on June 1. D'Argenlieu thus went ahead, based 
on mixed signals, although Paris had yet not consented formally to the move. On 
June 4, the Cominindo approved what đArgenlieu had done. The pattern is clear: 
đArgenlieu acted as soon as he thought he could do so without being disavowed; 
Cominindo—after some delay—approved. 

On June 19, 1946, when Ho Chi Minh was already in France, Bidault had taken 
over from Félix Gouin as French premier. Bidault did not want to leave responsibil- 
ity for Indochina to Moutet, as his predecessor had done. Nor did Bidault have the 
capacity to direct French Indochina policy himself. He was unable to follow Indo- 
chinese affairs regularly, so his solution was to leave the initiative to the high com- 
missioner. During Bidaults time as premier, the Cominindo was not used the way 
de Gaulle had intended. It usually endorsed what the high commissioner had already 
done. The main effect of Bidault’s blocking of the Cominindos authority was to 
strengthen the leverage and autonomy of High Commissioner Thierry đArgenlieu. 

On July 25, with the delegations at Fontainebleau struggling to find something 
useful to talk about, while avoiding the most divisive issues, d’Argenlieu announced 
that he would convene his second Dalat conference. The Vietnamese negotiators 
in Paris thought they were negotiating on behalf of the whole of Vietnam, so when 
dArgenlieu started negotiations on Vietnamese territory with hand-picked repre- 
sentatives from areas that the Vietnamese government considered to be under its 
authority, this constituted a slap in the face. Once again, d’Argenlieu had not been 
explicitly authorized by Paris to do what he did,* and when the news arrived, the 
French representatives at Fontainebleau were embarrassed. The chief Vietnamese 
negotiator, Pham Van Dong, accused France of violating the March 6 agreement 
and delivered a formal note of protest. Moutet drafted a reassuring reply and tried 
to persuade Bidault to make an urgent decision. Bidault said he was too preoccu- 
pied with the Paris Peace Conference, and he asked Moutet not to bring the mat- 
ter up in the cabinet’s first meeting, since he had not had time to read the docu- 
ments. When, by August 1, the Vietnamese had yet not received any reply, they broke 
off the negotiations. D'Argenlieu now advised the government to suspend the 
Fontainebleau conference once and for all.*” This infuriated Moutet, who was ru- 
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mored to have demanded of Bidault that đArgenlieu be replaced as high commis- 
sioner. Bidault, according to the same rumors, refused.** The head of the Asian De- 
partment in the French Foreign Ministry would say later that this had come close 
to provoking a cabinet crisis.“ 

After having resolved their differences to Bidault’s satisfaction, both Moutet and 
Bidault assured đArgenlieu of their confidence.” Moutet’s assurance was more re- 
served than Bidault’s. He would tell Agence France-Presse (AFP) later that the dis- 
agreements in August had been “tactical” The “policy of accords” had always been 
practiced with the total consent of Admiral d’Argenlieu and of General Leclerc and 
his successor Valluy.°! We may conclude from the evidence of July-August, however, 
that dArgenlieu did not enjoy Moutet’s full support, but was protected by Bidault. 

After Pham Van Dong had broken off negotiations at Fontainebleau to protest 
the convening of the second Dalat conference, the Vietnamese packed their bags. 
Now the French government needed a face-saving operation. On August 9, the 
leader of the French delegation, Max André, assured Pham Van Dong that the Dalat 
conference would take no decisions, and would serve only as a sounding board. On 
this basis, Dong agreed to reopen the talks at Fontainebleau. The crisis also led to 
open debate in the French press about the Vietnamese demands. Moutet criticized 
the French Communist Party for failing to oppose the merger of Cochinchina with 
Vietnam, which would be “a serious mistake”? The Cominindo met on August 10 
and 12 and decided to work out a proposal for a preliminary agreement, while leav- 
ing aside the two main issues of independence and unity.” Moutet criticized d’Ar- 
genlieu in a personal letter on August 19 for having convened the Dalat conference 
without informing Paris properly, but assured him that if there were disagreement 
between the two of them, it was not on the essence, merely on the form.™ 

What đArgenlieu feared most of all was that the French delegation to Fontaine- 
bleau would agree to set a date for the referendum. This would ruin his policy for 
Cochinchinese autonomy. D’Argenlieu had wished to demonstrate clearly that the 
Vietnamese government only represented the north; this was one of his reasons for 
summoning the conference at Dalat. On the first day of that conference, he sent a 
long memo to Paris suggesting that the negotiations at Fontainebleau be suspended 
in order to give the other federated states more time to build up their institutions.°Š 
Moutet did not care for this advice; although he fully agreed with the policy of en- 
couraging Cochinchinese autonomy, he did not want a confrontation with the Viet- 
namese government. Now he conceded that the time was not ripe to fix a date for 
the referendum. He realized that this would make it impossible to reach an overall 
agreement at Fontainebleau, but he considered it necessary to win time. Before the 
referendum, local authorities should be established in Cochinchina and a great effort 
should be made to mobilize popular support for them. The population should be 
given a sense of freedom, without which a majority would no doubt express itself 
in favor of a united Vietnam. Much had to be done in order to “obtain a referen- 
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dum favorable to autonomy.” Moutet thought that “authentic Cochinchinese” 
should take care of the propaganda effort, and that groups should be created in every 
locality, secretly at first, to work for autonomy. A program of social and agrarian 
reform would also be necessary.* The evolution of Cochinchinese autonomy was 
clearly not just d’Argenlieu’s personal policy. It had the full backing of the minister 
for Overseas France. 

The contention that their disagreement was tactical thus does not seem to have 
been untrue. As of August 1946, Moutet and đArgenlieu agreed on the need to pro- 
mote Cochinchinese autonomy, but disagreed on the timing of certain public ini- 
tiatives, and on the decision-making authority of the high commissioner and the 
minister for Overseas France. D’Argenlieu took important decisions on his own as 
soon as he thought he could do so without the risk of being disavowed. Moutet was 
hesitant and not in a position to make important commitments without clear sup- 
port from the prime minister or a meeting in the cabinet or the Cominindo. Bidault, 
who was formally responsible but preoccupied with other matters, willingly left the 
field to dArgenlieu. After the Fontainebleau conference, Bidault thanked d’Argen- 
lieu in a personal telegram for his efforts on behalf of France and assured him of 
his full confidence and friendship.” 

Since French politics was so chaotic, it is tempting to explain the failure of the 
Franco-Vietnamese negotiations as a result of the inability of the French coalition 
government to reach clear-cut decisions. However, this explanation is not con- 
vincing for the very reason just pointed out. With the timid exception of the Parti 
communiste francais (PCF), the main political forces in France agreed that Viet- 
nam should not be given full independence, and that the Viet Minh should under 
no circumstance be allowed to take control of Cochinchina. This latter point was 
almost an obsession for Moutet, the main socialist decision-maker on Indochina. 
There was a clear governmental majority behind France's determination not to yield 
on the two main issues on the agenda. This would be confirmed in November- 
December when France finally got its new constitution (adopted with a 53 percent 
majority in a referendum on October 13), when the first regular elections of the 
French Fourth Republic were held on November 10, and when Bidault’s govern- 
ment, operating in a caretaker capacity pending the formation of a new French cab- 
inet, was finally able to agree on a set of instructions for the high commissioner on 
December 10. The French government made it clear that if Vietnam got full inde- 
pendence, the French presence in Indochina as a whole would be threatened. On 
the question of uniting the three ky, the French position was only slightly less firm. 
With the exception of the timid communists, the only French decision-makers who 
argued in favor of Vietnamese unity were those who envisaged setting up a non- 
communist and more controllable national alternative to the Viet Minh. Here again, 
the French government attitude did not leave room for any genuine compromise 
with Ho Chi Minh. 
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The main reason for the failure of the Franco-Vietnamese negotiations was thus 
not the confusion or incapacity of the French government, and the slow withdrawal 
of the Chinese forces merely delayed the clarification of Franco- Vietnamese rela- 
tions in the north. The main reason was that both parties saw the March 6 agree- 
ment as a stepping-stone to further advancing their positions, instead of looking 
for a genuine compromise. However, an earnest attempt was made by both sides to 
at least establish a modus vivendi, a preliminary agreement that could prevent open 
confrontation. 


THE SEPTEMBER 14 AGREEMENT 


In the first days of September, the Vietnamese and French representatives at 
Fontainebleau realized that they would not reach any comprehensive agreement. 
Each side then worked out a draft for a preliminary agreement, skirting the two 
principal problems, independence and unity. The text was ready on the morning 
of September 10, but in the afternoon, Pham Van Dong made a last attempt to get 
the French government to yield, saying that he would only sign if the French agreed 
to a date and procedure for the referendum in Nam Bo (Cochinchina). France had 
consistently refused to do so, arguing that as long as “terrorist” activity was going 
on in the south, it was impossible to organize a free and fair referendum, and the 
French negotiators stuck to this line. Most of the Vietnamese negotiators, includ- 
ing Dong himself, then left Paris on September 13. President Ho and the two Viet- 
namese negotiators Duong Bach Mai and Hoang Minh Giam stayed behind. Dur- 
ing a lunch on September 11, as we have seen, Moutet and Ho had agreed that a 
total deadlock was unacceptable. Ho entreated the French not to let him return 
empty-handed. “You won't regret it if you strengthen my hand against those who 
intend to supplant me,’ he said. “If we have to fight, we'll fight. You'll kill ten of us, 
but we'll kill one of you, and in the end, you'll tire first”! 

That same evening, a meeting was organized between three French representa- 
tives and two Vietnamese, whereupon Ho Chi Minh wrote a new draft. He received 
a French counterproposal on September 14, which he possibly discussed in the af- 
ternoon with Prime Minister Bidault.” And then he went to Moutet’s home to sign. 
What was the content of the so-called modus vivendi agreement?® The introduc- 
tion to its eleven articles confirmed that the March 6 agreement would continue to 
be in force. This meant for one thing that there would still be a limit to the num- 
ber of French troops north of the 16th parallel, for another, that France maintained 
its promise to respect the result of a referendum on national unity. In article 10, the 
contracting parties agreed that negotiations for a definitive treaty should begin no 
later than January 1947. The modus vivendi agreement was to come into force on 
October 30, 1946 (article 11). 

The first eight articles were formulated as reciprocal engagements, but in fact 
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they were a list of Vietnamese concessions to French interests in the territories con- 
trolled by the DRV. Ho Chi Minh promised to: 


let French nationals enjoy the same freedoms in Vietnam as Vietnamese 
nationals, above all, freedom to set up a business (article 1) 

not make any change in the status of French property and companies in 
Vietnam without a preliminary agreement with France (article 2) 

make restitution to its owners of all French property requisitioned by the 
Vietnamese government (article 2) 

permit French educational and scientific institutions to work freely in 
Vietnam under French programs and return the Pasteur Institute in Hanoi 
to the French (article 3) 

guarantee absolute priority to French nationals whenever Vietnam needed 
advisors, technicians, or experts (article 4) 

respect the French-controlled Indochinese piaster as the sole currency for 
all of Indochina (article 5) 

form a Customs Union with the other members of the Indochinese Federation 
(article 6) 


It was agreed to establish five mixed commissions. The most important were: 


a coordinating committee for customs, foreign trade, and currency, which 
would organize the Indochinese customs service (article 6) 

a coordinating committee for communications throughout Indochina (article 7) 
a commission to determine arrangements for Vietnamese consular repre- 
sentation in neighboring countries and for relations with foreign consuls 
(article 8) 


These eight articles reflected the degree to which Ho Chi Minh was prepared to com- 
promise on actual Vietnamese independence. Article 9 mainly concerned French- 
controlled Cochinchina and southern Annam, stipulating that a general cease-fire 
would enter into force here on October 30. The French and the Vietnamese gen- 
eral staffs were to arrange the “conditions of application and supervision of mea- 
sures decided in common.” The two sides would interpret this cryptic sentence quite 
differently. 

The enjoyment of democratic freedoms was to be reciprocally guaranteed. Un- 
friendly propaganda should be terminated on both sides. A person designated by 
the Vietnamese government should be accredited to the high commissioner to es- 
tablish the necessary cooperation in implementing the agreement. 

For the Vietnamese, it was important that the French government agreed with 
the Vietnamese government on a cease-fire in Cochinchina and south Annam, since 
this could be seen as an implicit recognition of Vietnamese institutions south of the 
16th parallel. By contrast, the French authorities in Saigon interpreted the cease- 
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fire as a prelude to the disarming or withdrawal of all Vietnamese military forces 
from the south. 

Ho Chi Minh had asked for a period of as much as six weeks between the sign- 
ing of the modus vivendi agreement and its application. Both sides therefore had a 
good while to prepare their interpretations and develop strategies for using the 
agreement for their own ends. The interpretations would be different indeed, and 
little of the modus vivendi agreement was ever applied. 


HO RETURNS TO HANOI 


Just hours before the modus vivendi agreement was signed, the twenty-five mem- 
bers of the Vietnamese delegation to Fontainebleau left Marseille on board the Pas- 
teur! Curiously, they made no mention of the modus vivendi agreement in their 
first public statement at home after they arrived in Haiphong on October 3. On one 
of their first days at sea, they had received two short telegrams from Ho Chi Minh 
informing them that it had been signed. Pham Van Dong cabled Hoang Minh 
Giam, who had stayed in Paris as Vietnamese representative to France, that he would 
like to see the text. However, the Cominindo instructed Saigon to give the Viet- 
namese delegation a copy when the Pasteur arrived at Cap St. Jacques (Vung Tau) 
in the far south of Vietnam. The delegation to Fontainebleau thus had to wait two 
weeks before learning the result of its negotiations. 

While in France, the Vietnamese delegation had not just negotiated. It had also 
been shopping and had brought six tons of luggage, mainly radio equipment. At 
Marseille, the luggage was “in error” marked “Saigon” instead of “Haiphong.” The 
Cominindo told Saigon that this “error” would create a “pretext” (sic) for disem- 
barking the luggage at Cap St. Jacques and holding it there for a while. When the 
Pasteur arrived in Haiphong, much of the luggage had been damaged. 

On the delegation’s return to Hanoi, the Vietnamese government got its first 
confidential reports on the Fontainebleau negotiations. Preparations to apply the 
modus vivendi agreement could therefore only begin three weeks after the agree- 
ment had been concluded.” The French high commissioner had been promptly and 
thoroughly briefed by his collaborators Léon Pignon, Albert Torel, and the finan- 
cial advisor Gonon, who left Paris on a flight for Saigon on September 24. 

Ho Chi Minh left France four days after the modus vivendi agreement had been 
signed on board the French warship Dumont d’Urville, and arrived in Haiphong on 
October 20, ten days before the agreement was to enter into force. En route, Ho 
learned that the new French constitution, which despite the MRP’s amendments 
received strong support from the French communists and socialists, had been ap- 
proved by referendum on October 13. Ho may also have learned that the results of 
the referendum had been less positive in Indochina. For, although the population 
in Nam Bo were not permitted to have their referendum on national unity, all French 
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citizens in Cochinchina, both the colons and the tiny number of indigenous French 
citizens, were allowed to participate in the French constitutional referendum. There 
were 34,292 French citizens in Indochina who were eligible to vote, and of the 18,213 
who did so, only 3,559 voted yes on the constitution, as against the 14,456 who fol- 
lowed General de Gaulles advice and voted no.°* The American consul explained 
this asa “possible Fascist reaction’? The Vietnamese government protested against 
the holding of a French referendum on Vietnamese soil. The French leftist news- 
paper Franc-Tireur commented: “The ‘colons’ have voted no. The people were not 
permitted to speak?71 

Ho Chi Minh was still at sea when the referendum was held. Giap writes in his 
memoirs that the Dumont đUrville sailed at a rather leisurely pace and that the 
French seemed to be deliberately delaying the return of the president.”” Why didnt 
he take a plane, as he had when he traveled to France? Jean Sainteny, who accom- 
panied Ho Chi Minh during his stay in France, says that Ho refused a French offer 
of a plane, using his health as pretext.” Giap writes that the Hanoi government 
feared that the French might try to obstruct the return of Ho Chi Minh and the 
Vietnamese delegation.”* Ngo Dinh Diem later suggested that Ho Chi Minh had 
signed the modus vivendi agreement in order to be sure that the French would let 
him return at all.” All this is pure speculation. 

It is difficult to understand why Ho Chi Minh preferred a long sea voyage. One 
possibility is that he wanted to allow time for Giap to strengthen the Viet Minh in 
the north and Nguyen Binh to build up his forces in the south; when the president 
returned, he would have to play his role as a responsible, moderating force, but what- 
ever had been done before could be excused by his absence. Another possibility is 
that he thought the DRV government would need time to prepare the population 
to accept the modus vivendi agreement. 

During Ho’s long journey, he could only communicate with France and Viet- 
nam through French military cables. The French therefore knew, and we know, what 
Ho told Hanoi. Before leaving France, he informed the Vietnamese government of 
the modus vivendi agreement, adding that a copy would be sent to Hanoi by air.” 
From on board the ship, he instructed Hanoi to explain the terms of the modus 
vivendi agreement to the people and to start implementing its clauses, and he asked 
for information on the situation back home.” On the ship, Ho Chi Minh acted the 
part of friendly and moderate national leader and established warm relations with 
the French crew, who admired him for his asceticism. In contrast to the delegation 
on the Pasteur, Ho brought no luggage with him, and he impressed the crew by 
washing his own clothes.” The French captain would praise Ho for his intelligence 
and charm, but added that he seemed to bow easily to advice from those in whom 
he had confidence.” 

On the first day of his journey, Ho assured Moutet of his friendship and said he 
counted on his good faith in applying their agreement.® About one week later, he 
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received a courteous, but apolitical, telegram from Bidault. Having received the first 
reports from Vietnam, Ho replied thanking Bidault for his friendly message and 
remarking: “Modus vivendi has not satisfied population Vietnam. That’s human. 
Will do my best and will succeed if French friends in Cochinchina faithfully apply 
democratic freedom, cessation hostilities, liberation prisoners and abstain from un- 
friendly words and actions. I count on your active help to accomplish work in in- 
terest two countries.”*! 

This message is important for two reasons. It shows that in Ho Chi Minh’s view, 
faithful Vietnamese application of the modus vivendi agreement depended on a 
change in French Cochinchina policy; and it represents an attempt to establish di- 
rect contact between the Vietnamese president and the French premier. For Ho Chi 
Minh, it must have been important to have a link to Bidault. He was the most in- 
fluential of the French politicians, and if Ho could have direct contact with him, 
the Franco- Vietnamese relationship would be based on equality. Bidault sensed this 
immediately and never answered. Considering the message to be of political na- 
ture, he thought that it should be answered by the high commissioner, not by the 
French premier or the minister for Overseas France. In the beginning of Novem- 
ber, he therefore forwarded Ho's telegram to đArgenlieu.3? Ho Chi Minh had also 
left his close collaborator Hoang Minh Giam behind in Paris as head of a perma- 
nent four-member Vietnamese delegation. On learning this, đArgenlieu cabled Paris 
that this delegation was not part of the modus vivendi agreement and asked for an 
explanation. On October 5, Paris replied that the Giam mission had no official sta- 
tus and that a letter had been sent to the Vietnamese president expressing the “in- 
appropriateness” of the delegation. Paris was not prepared, however, to deny the 
members of the Vietnamese delegation the right to stay in a private capacity. D’Ar- 
genlieu was not satisfied and asked Moutet to send the four Vietnamese packing.™ 
His demand was not met, but Hoang Minh Giam did not get any appointments and 
soon realized that he was wasting his time. In November, he therefore returned to 
Hanoi. He was replaced in Paris by Tran Ngoc Danh, who had a lower profile. 
After Ho’ return to Hanoi, while the two sides were trying to implement the modus 
vivendi agreement, dArgenlieu enclosed a comment to a message he forwarded from 
the Vietnamese to the French government: “It may be acceptable for messages of a 
purely formal and conventional nature to be addressed directly by Ho Chi Minh to 
the French premier, but this should not be the case with messages of a political na- 
ture” To support his monopoly of political communication with Hanoi at a time 
when it seemed that Bidault might have to resign, dArgenlieu later cited Bidault’s 
decision in October not to answer Hơs message from the Dumont đUrville.°6 

During the absence of Ho Chi Minh, the Viet Minh had strengthened its posi- 
tion considerably. The main Dong Minh Hoi leaders had disappeared from the 
scene, and the VNQDD had also been weakened. The modus vivendi agreement 
was probably unpopular with many young Vietnamese activists, but the Tong Bo 
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undertook measures to prohibit any public criticism of President Ho."” The French 
searched in vain for attacks against him in the Vietnamese press. The only negative 
comment they found was in the Viet Minh mouthpiece Cuu Quoc, affirming that 
the Vietnamese people had not been satisfied and that the concessions made had 
been too extensive. This criticism may have formed the background for the telegram 
from Ho to Bidault saying this reaction was “human? A typical reaction to the 
modus vivendi agreement was reported by a French intelligence unit in Hue, where 
a provincial-level directive had justified the accord in terms of Vietnam’s need to 
obtain support from great powers such as the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Russia, and China (listed in that order). Vietnam was not strong enough to enter 
into a military struggle; it was thus necessary to make use of the modus vivendi 
agreement as best one could. Local Viet Minh institutions received orders to con- 
vince people that everything done by “our old president” had always been for the 
best of the nation. 

When the Dumont đUrville sailed into Cam Ranh Bay on the southeastern coast 
of Indochina, Admiral đArgenlieu was there to meet the Vietnamese president and 
to demonstrate that in the future, it was he who would represent France in relations 
with Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh and đArgenlieu met twice on board the admiral’s ships 
in 1946, on the Emile Bertin in Ha Long Bay on March 24 and on the Suffren in 
Cam Ranh Bay on October 18. The admiral favored these naval meetings because 
they could be held in an atmosphere of French force. In March, dArgenlieu had re- 
ceived Ho Chi Minh with “much pomp and ceremony.’ Ho reacted to this by 
strengthening his “ultra-simple” features.** In his report from the March 24 meet- 
ing, dArgenlieu said that the parade and the naval review seemed to make a great 
impression on the Vietnamese president.# Ho Chi Minh told General Salan, who 
accompanied him back to Hanoi, that the admiral’s ships could not sail up the Viet- 
namese rivers.” On October 18, the subject for discussion was the application of 
the modus vivendi agreement. Franco-Vietnamese relations in the south after the 
cease-fire were the sticking point. Ho promised to choose an official representative 
to Saigon who would permit the “exchange of friendly views.” They agreed to start 
talks to fix the principles for the cessation of hostilities in the different sectors, and 
when đArgenlieu denounced terrorist activity in Cochinchina and southern An- 
nam, Ho Chi Minh answered by disclaiming it.?! When đArgenlieu demanded the 
withdrawal (he called it “repatriation”) of all Vietnamese troops from the south, 
and said he had received “the most formal instructions” on this matter, however, 
Ho was “absolutely intransigent?” Yet đArgenlieu had the impression that Ho Chi 
Minh sincerely desired an understanding with France and commented that the ac- 
tions of the president upon his return to Hanoi would show if he really meant to 
apply the modus vivendi agreement. The proof of the pudding would be in the eat- 
ing. DArgenlieu said he sensed that Ho Chi Minh was anxious about the situation 
he would find on his return. This was obviously true. Ho had been away for over 
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four months, and during the last month, his sole contacts with the outside world 
had been through French cables. Now he would meet Giap and other close collab- 
orators of his and be able to ask them in full confidence what had happened since 
he left on May 31. 

The Dumont d’Urville sailed into Haiphong harbor on October 2o, and on the 
following day Ho traveled to Hanoi by special train. According to the American 
vice-consul, 80,000 people were assembled in the capital to greet him.” The sup- 
pression of the nationalist parties had eliminated the only organized opposition 
to Viet Minh rule. There were no longer any political channels for the probably 
widespread discontent with the modus vivendi agreement, and Ho could forget 
his fears of being outflanked by aggressive elements outside the Viet Minh. On Oc- 
tober 23, he made a declaration to the people defending the concessions made and 
trying to prepare for the application of the cease-fire by forbidding any violent ac- 
tion in the south: “Toward the French Army, we must be correct. Toward the French 
residents, we must be moderate, so that the provocateurs who intend to divide us 
may find themselves with no pretext, and our [bid for] unity and independence 
will soon succeed.” Ho promised his compatriots in the south that unity would 
come: “No one can divide Vietnam.” But to obtain this, it was necessary to respect 
the agreement: “The Vietnamese Army and the French Army must simultaneously 
stop fighting. .. . Violent actions are absolutely forbidden?” 

This warning concerned the south, where it was important for the DRV to dis- 
play authority over Nguyen Binh’s forces. Meanwhile, the Viet Minh was consoli- 
dating its position in the north, where the opposition parties could no longer count 
on Chinese protection. From October 23 to 27, shortly before the second session 
of the Vietnamese National Assembly, the remains of the opposition parties car- 
ried out a political campaign against the government’s collaboration with France, 
and the government responded with repression. The French estimated that 200 ar- 
rests were made by Vietnamese authorities in each of two different raids.” 

By this time, the Viet Minh was in control of an administration under the au- 
thority of people’s committees on all levels, one hundred and twenty newspapers, 
one national radio station, as well as several local ones, and a growing army. The 
biggest problem was to finance the new state, for the economy was a shambles.”° 


THE UNACCOMPLISHED VIETNAMESE REPUBLIC 


The second session of the DRV’s National Assembly convened on October 28. This 
was the same assembly that had been elected on January 6, where the opposition 
parties had taken up seventy unelected seats, and that had met for its first short ses- 
sion on March 2. Most of the seventy non-Viet Minh members had been present 
in March. When the second session opened, only thirty-seven of them showed up. 
When it convened, the National Assembly still followed the French model of plac- 
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ing Marxists and socialists on the left, Christian Democrats in the center, and con- 
servative groups on the right, but this artificial division was soon abandoned. 

The Vietnamese cabinet that had been formed during the crisis in February- 
March was a broad coalition, with unaffiliated personalities as well as prominent 
members of the pro-Chinese parties taking over important ministries—at least for- 
mally; the noncommunist ministers tended to be provided with communist deputies, 
who in practice held much of the power. Some of the ministers fled to China before 
the cabinet was dissolved on October 29, and on November 3, Ho Chi Minh an- 
nounced the formation of a new government, whose composition was more in con- 
sonance with real power. Viet Minh took all the key portfolios. Ho Chi Minh re- 
mained president, while also taking responsibility for foreign affairs, with Hoang 
Minh Giam as state secretary. Vo Nguyen Giap became minister of defense, while 
Minister of the Interior Huynh Thuc Khang, an aging unaffiliated personality who 
had ensured the interim of the presidency while Ho Chi Minh was away, retained 
his portfolio, with Hoang Huu Nam as state secretary. Nam also ran the Liaison Office 
(Lien Kiem) with the French military. Pham Van Dong took up the position as state 
secretary in the Ministry of National Economy. Here the post as minister was kept 
vacant so that it could be filled later on by someone from the south; Pham Van Dong 
would actually soon go south himself. With the formation of this cabinet, the com- 
munists took firm control of the government apparatus in anticipation of a new cri- 
sis. The French were obviously disappointed. Before leaving for France, Ho had let 
the French understand (“promised,” Pignon says) that he would enlarge his gov- 
ernment so as to include more moderate personalities. Now the opposite happened.” 

On November 8, the National Assembly approved a new democratic constitution. 
“The constitution that you have just approved is the Vietnamese peoples first con- 
stitution. Even though it is not 100 percent perfect, it is still satisfactory and appro- 
priate for our young nation. It condones the establishment of the republican and dem- 
ocratic regime,” President Ho Chi Minh told Vietnam first National Assembly on 
November 9, just after it had approved the constitution, with 240 votes to 2.” 

The Vietnamese constitution of 1946 consists of seventy paragraphs, divided into 
seven chapters. It starts out by defining the Vietnamese state as a Democratic Re- 
public. The republican regime was unanimously approved by the Assembly. Then 
the constitution goes on to assign sovereignty to the “popular community,’ with- 
out any distinctions made as to race, gender, prosperity, class, or religion. It states 
that Vietnam is a united territory of the northern, central, and southern regions, 
which cannot be divided, and specifies Hanoi as the shared capital.” 

Chapter 3 deals with the main expression of popular sovereignty, the National 
Assembly, which would consist of just one chamber. It would be the highest au- 
thority in the DRV. There would be national elections every three years.” The gov- 
ernment (chapter 4) would be led by the president of the Republic who was to be 
elected by the National Assembly for five-year terms. 
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Why has not Ho Chi Minh’ first constitution received a more prominent role 
in Vietnamese historical memory? First there are the inherent weaknesses in the 
text as such, perhaps what Ho Chi Minh meant when he said that it was not 100 
percent perfect. As a constitution, it was deeply “Rousseauist,’ in that it embodied 
all sovereignty in the people as such, represented by the National Assembly and its 
Standing Committee. There were no provisions for a division of power between leg- 
islative, executive, and judicial branches, except for a statement that the govern- 
ment should not put pressure on the courts. 

The most powerful political organization in the DRV was the Viet Minh and its 
Central Committee (Tong Bo), and behind it, the formally dissolved, but clandes- 
tinely operating communist party “Organization,” but they had no place in the con- 
stitution. The Tong Bo remained a power, behind the scenes, and the ICP even more 
so. In the discussions leading up to the adoption of the constitution, the Viet Minh 
was treated more or less like any other party, although in reality it was a state within 
the state. 

Let us immediately proceed, however, to the second explanation for the weak 
position of the 1946 constitution in Vietnamese national memory, namely, the lim- 
ited role that the constitution-making process had played in Vietnam's political life. 
A successful and important constitution normally comes into being as the result 
of a thorough process of bargaining and consensus-building. This did not happen 
in Vietnam in 1946. When the National Assembly met for its first brief session on 
March 2, it elected a commission to work out a constitution on the basis of a draft 
that had already been written in November. The commission had seven Viet Minh 
members, three Dong Minh Hoi, and one VNQDD."' They deliberated during the 
summer and autumn, but their work did not receive much public attention. In Sep- 
tember, the government, which during Hos absence was led effectively by Vo 
Nguyen Giap, attempted to integrate the Dong Minh Hoi and the VNQDD in a new 
Viet Minh-dominated national bloc (Lien Viet) through a combination of pressures 
and offers. The main recalcitrant leaders of the two opposition parties were arrested 
or driven into Chinese exile, while others agreed to work with the Viet Minh. The 
integration effort was most successful in relation to the Dong Minh Hoi. In the con- 
stitutional committee, the three Dong Minh Hoi members went along with the ma- 
jority, whereas the one VNQDD member, Pham Gia Do, held to his own indepen- 
dent opinion, favoring a two-chamber system with more checks and balances. 

When the National Assembly met on October 28, Pham Gia Do continued to 
dissent and was condemned by other members for breaking national unity and 
failing to support the government’s struggle for national independence. He was 
on one occasion prevented from voicing his opinion, and he was one of the two 
who voted against the constitution on November 9. The Assembly members were 
grouped into a number of factions: Marxists, socialists, democrats, Viet Minh, 
Dong Minh Hoi, and VNQDD. All of these had different priorities, but apart from 
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the VNQDD, they all formed a part of a national bloc. The process was an inter- 
esting attempt to develop a kind of multifactional politics, within the framework 
of overall national unity, in support of Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh front, but 
it suffered from the fact that the National Assembly did not meet between March 2 
and October 28. 

The Vietnamese and French constitution making went on in parallel, within al- 
most exactly the same time frame. The first drafts were written already in fall 1945 
and the final versions were adopted one year later, but whereas the communist pro- 
posal for a unicameral system was rejected in France, it was accepted by a massive 
majority in Vietnam. When Pham Van Dong presided over the deliberations of the 
Vietnamese National Assembly in October-November 1946, he had a copy of the 
just-adopted French constitution on the table before him.!? It may be added that 
Vietnam was not alone in adopting a French-inspired constitution in this period. 
The Laotians and Cambodians also acquired new constitutions conceived in the 
French language and translated into the vernacular. 

One of the most controversial matters in the French constitution was not men- 
tioned in the Vietnamese one. This was colonial reform. The new constitution of 
the Fourth Republic replaced the French Empire with the French Union, which was 
to have its own assembly, consisting of representatives from France, both metro- 
politan and overseas. Vietnam was supposed to be a member of the French Union 
through its membership in the Indochinese Federation. This was provided for in 
the French constitution but not at all reflected in the Vietnamese, which did not 
even mention the existence of France, the French Union, or the Indochinese Fed- 
eration. The Vietnamese constitution treated France as if it had no privileged role 
to play at all. This may have been a Solomonic solution, given that the Vietnamese 
and French negotiators at Fontainebleau had not been able to agree on the terms 
of Vietnam’s membership in the French Union, but it also meant that the constitu- 
tion acquired an unrealistic aura. It ignored both the existence of the Viet Minh 
and of the French. It was therefore clear to everyone concerned that if France and 
the DRV were to reach an agreement during their next round of negotiations, Viet- 
nam’s new constitution would have to be modified. 

Because of the crisis, and perhaps also because of a general lack of resources, the 
Vietnamese National Assembly decided immediately after adopting the constitu- 
tion that it should not yet be promulgated, since this would oblige the government 
to call a national referendum and elect a new National Assembly before the con- 
stitution could enter into force, just as France had been doing. The assembly elected 
on January 6, 1946 would then be seen as a Constitutive Assembly, and a new as- 
sembly would become the first genuine National Assembly under the new consti- 
tution. Instead the “Constitutive Assembly” decided to prolong its existence, while 
letting the new constitution enter into force without being promulgated. Formally, 
this meant that the National Assembly violated the terms of the constitution im- 
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mediately after having voted on it. There were few protests against this, since the 
crisis called for general pragmatism, but as a legal document, the constitution was 
handicapped from the start. 


MOUTET’S STRATEGY 


Marius Moutet was deeply engaged in French constitution-making and not overly 
concerned by political developments in Hanoi. His main concern was Cochinchina, 
the richest and most modern part of the French colony. A week after the modus 
vivendi agreement was signed in September, he emphasized in a set of instructions 
to đArgenlieu that Cochinchina was the axis of French Indochina policy. The modus 
vivendi agreement represented a notable French advance in relation to the provi- 
sional agreement of March 6, he affirmed. The French position north of the 16th 
parallel had been appreciably improved, and the high commissioner was instructed 
to use all his authority to ensure that the Vietnamese government fulfilled its obli- 
gations with a “maximum of precision.” France for its part would also have to ap- 
ply the agreement faithfully in order to create a détente. He instructed đArgenlieu 
to avoid any action that might worsen Franco- Vietnamese relations before the date 
when the agreement would enter into force: October 30. It would even be advis- 
able for French authorities to take the first steps toward détente by establishing 
democratic rights in Cochinchina. The government had become convinced that 
Cochinchina was “the very pivot of our whole Indochina policy” France had to suc- 
ceed quickly in Cochinchina, because the future French presence in Indochina as a 
whole would almost exclusively depend on the success of the Cochinchina policy.! 

When he received Moutet’s instructions, the high commissioner was planning 
to hold municipal elections in Cochinchina as a way of testing the waters. In late 
September, he toured parts of the Cochinchinese countryside with Colonel Nguyen 
Van Xuan, vice president of the Cochinchinese Council. Saigon cabled Paris that 
đArgenlieu was everywhere received by an enthusiastic population, and quoted 
from his speech: “Cochinchina has now been liberated thanks to the French forces, 
who after having liberated France did not regard their task as accomplished as long 
as the Japanese enemy still held Indochina.” The audience must have known that 
French forces had not liberated France all by themselves, that the Japanese had ca- 
pitulated before de Gaulles forces arrived in Indochina, and that the French had 
not “liberated” Cochinchina from the Japanese, but from an indigenous revolution 
with the help of Japanese troops. D’Argenlieu continued his speech in the same vein 
and soon ran into a paradox that merits quotation: “We wish Cochinchina to be 
free, and we do not permit that anyone in the name of this freedom make you their 
slaves. France is at your disposal, and it is important that no one should forget 
this.’! This was a warning against supporting the guerrillas. The municipal elec- 
tions were held in a few places, but lack of success and Viet Minh reprisals against 
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those who were elected forced the French to give up their attempts to establish 
democracy. 

Moutet’s instructions of September 21 also pointed at the need to enlarge the 
Cochinchinese cabinet of Dr. Thinh, with the aim of creating a government that 
would represent the majority of the people. D'Argenlieu should not be afraid to let 
advocates of Vietnamese unity join Dr. Thinh’s government, Moutet said. The French 
government did not fear the evolution of a “sincere democracy” in Cochinchina, even 
if this eventually led to the three ky being unified in one form or another, although 
not on Viet Minh terms. This last instruction was probably meant to pave the way 
for Nguyen Van Xuan. He had led a Cochinchinese delegation to Paris and had kept 
in close contact with French socialist leaders. He was not an easily controllable per- 
son, but he was hostile to the Viet Minh and had declared to French journalists dur- 
ing the second Dalat conference on August 4 that nothing would have prevented the 
unification of the three ky if the Hanoi government had been less leftist.!95 

The instructions from Moutet to đArgenlieu show that Moutet held the same 
view. The policy of Cochinchinese autonomy was not a matter of principle. Moutet 
feared war with the Viet Minh. He stated in his letter to đArgenlieu that a “policy 
of force” would almost certainly be unsuccessful, because French military means 
were and would remain limited.!% On the other hand, Moutet also feared the unifi- 
cation of Vietnam under Viet Minhs dominance. His way out of the dilemma was 
to build a political force in the south that could counterbalance the Viet Minh§ 
power in the north. This political strategy was, however, more or less impossible to 
bring to fruition, since any genuine attempt to let the southerners decide on their 
own would most likely lead to unification with the north, with the Viet Minh as- 
suming a dominant role. And now the cease-fire had deprived the French of the 
opportunity to use military means to back up their strategy. 


THE APPLICATION OF THE AGREEMENT 


As of October 30, 1946, the Vietnamese and French authorities were obliged by their 
modus vivendi agreement to: 


liberate all political prisoners, respect democratic liberties, such as freedom of 
press and organization, and terminate all hostile propaganda 

cease all acts of hostility 

establish mixed commissions to prepare a durable military arrangement for 
the south, and the conditions for economic cooperation in the north, includ- 
ing the restitution of French property to its owners 


To what extent did the two sides meet their obligations? There is no indication that 
the modus vivendi agreement induced the government in Hanoi to liberate any of 
its prisoners. Actually, French intelligence later laid hands on a top secret Vietnamese 
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circular, dated October 28, 1946, instructing municipal and provincial authorities 
to make a list of executed or imprisoned “reactionary traitors” and fabricate docu- 
ments to prove that they had been killed trying to escape, or were in prison for col- 
laborating with the Japanese or for counterfeiting.!%” The Vietnamese did not have 
to present any lists to the French, however, for French authorities only began to pre- 
pare demands for the release of prisoners on November 21, when the situation in 
the port city of Haiphong was on the brink of open warfare.!08 

Only a short time before the order to forge evidence was issued, the Vietnamese 
press started a campaign against French oppression in the south. They attacked the 
French for having arrested the well-known engineer Nguyen Ngoc Bich and for hav- 
ing executed five identified Vietnamese patriots. DArgenlieu informed Paris that 
three of them had been mortally wounded trying to escape. The fourth had died in 
hospital from battle wounds. The fifth was not dead at all, but was under arrest in 
Saigon. D’Argenlieu asked Paris to use this information and preclude new attacks 
from Hanoi propaganda and “its extensions in France, which constitute the most 
important arm that the Vietnamese government counts on.”!” 

The Vietnamese error of including on their list of executions the name of a man 
who was still alive furnished d’Argenlieu with a propaganda opportunity. Already 
before the return of Ho Chi Minh, he had liberated ten well-known political pris- 
oners, including both the man believed dead and the engineer who had been iden- 
tified in the Vietnamese press. Nine of the liberated prisoners were sent to the north, 
while Nguyen Ngoc Bich, no doubt because of his technical expertise, was taken to 
Paris so he could be kept away from “local influence.” The high commissioner se- 
cured wide publicity for this gesture before the return of the Vietnamese president 
and used it in his talks with Ho at Cam Ranh Bay.'!° The 10 belonged to a group of 
85, who were released before Ho’s return from France. On October 31, another 150 
were released, so altogether, Saigon released 235 political prisoners.!"! 

The sources for this book include only scarce information on the freedom of press 
in the north.” Yet it is clear that when the China-oriented opposition was sup- 
pressed, its (violently anti-French) press was either closed down or put under Viet 
Minh control. There seems to have been an effective Vietnamese censorship, which 
was used both to hinder criticism of the Viet Minh and to quell the most violently 
anti-French outbursts. Just after Hos return to Hanoi, the interim French com- 
missioner of the Republic during Sainteny’s absence, General Morlière, reported 
that the president had chided the Vietnamese director of information, Tran Huy 
Lieu, for having permitted an anti-French campaign in the press while he himself 
was in France.!° 

French censorship in the south was lessened as a result of the modus vivendi 
agreement. This permitted the unionist press to demonstrate how little support there 
was for Dr. Thinh’s “pseudo-government? The French later evoked the freedom of 
the press as one of the reasons for the failure of Cochinchinese separatism. In mid- 
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November, the French Marxist paper Lendemains published an interview with the 
chairman of the Administrative Committee for Nam Bo, who had been appointed 
by the DRV government in Hanoi. The interview was reproduced in four Viet- 
namese-language newspapers. This was too much for the French authorities, who 
decided to suspend the publication of Lendemains for one month and the four 
unionist newspapers for four days. In explaining this to Paris, Pignon argued that 
the population would have the impression that the French cause was essentially bad 
if those responsible for its defense permitted themselves to be openly and publicly 
held up to ridicule.!4 

One week before the crucial date when the cease-fire entered into force, the Viet- 
namese press reported that the commissar for the Vietnamese armies in Nam Bo 
had ordered all units to terminate hostilities from the night of October 29-30.11$ 
This order was faithfully observed. The daily French military bulletins reported sev- 
eral attacks in the days preceding October 30, but the November 1 bulletin read: 
“Cochinchina—Since October 30, o-time, situation calm on all sectors?!16 A sim- 
ilar message was sent to Paris two days later: “Nearly absolute calm and cessation 
terrorist activity signaled in all Cochinchinese provinces.”!!” 

The truce seems to have been observed for a little over a week, but on Novem- 
ber 9, the Cochinchinese Council complained in a cable to Paris of Vietnamese 
attacks on partisan posts and of attempts on the life ofa Cochinchina Council mem- 
ber, all in violation of the modus vivendi agreement.!!Ẻ A few days later, the first 
protests against French violations were sent from Hanoi,! and on November 23, d'Ar- 
genlieu presented the Cominindo with a table of kidnappings, assassinations, de- 
sertions, sabotage, and skirmishes showing that the truce had only been effective 
for a week, and that on November 20, the activity of the “rebels” was back to normal.!”° 

Why did the Vietnamese adhere so strictly to the cease-fire in the first days, and 
who was responsible for its breakdown? The observance of the truce on the day and 
time fixed by Nguyen Binh showed that Vietnamese authorities had full control of 
their troops. This was probably why they strictly avoided all incidents in the first 
days of November.!?! The responsibility for the breakdown is more difficult to es- 
tablish, but the Vietnamese and French interpreted the cease-fire differently. The 
Vietnamese maintained that all troops should hold their positions and not move 
into territory controlled by the adversary. The commander of the French forces in 
the south, General Georges Nyo, saw this differently. On October 30, he ordered 
French troops to secure the maintenance of law and order throughout the whole 
territory and to react immediately against any “rebel element” fomenting trouble. 
The local commanders were also told to prepare for larger operations against 
inactive “armed bands,’ although such operations should only start on the explicit 
order of the general himself.!22 Given the nature of these instructions, it seems 
probable that the clashes in November occurred when French troops moved into 
territory that the guerrilla leaders considered to be theirs. 
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In a private conversation in late October, Ho Chi Minh told U.S. Vice-Consul 
James O'Sullivan that the effectiveness of the modus vivendi agreement would de- 
pend upon French actions in Cochinchina. If they kept their promise to respect 
civil liberties, release political prisoners, and stop attacking Vietnamese forces, 
things would go well for them also in Tonkin. Otherwise, the mixed commissions 
would not accomplish much.! On October 30, Hanoi instructed the liaison 
officers in eleven towns north of the 16th parallel not to start applying the modus 
vivendi agreement before they had received a specific order from the government.!”4 

This meant that the application of the modus vivendi agreement in the north 
would depend on a successful cease-fire in the south, which in turn would depend 
on some kind of recognition of the Vietnamese institutions in Nam Bo. The Viet- 
namese were only willing to start meeting their obligations in the north if the French 
would accept Vietnamese institutions as partners in a political and military solu- 
tion for the south. Much would depend on the so-called Nyo talks, which aimed at 
finding a military solution. 

In the last phase of the Fontainebleau conference, the French had proposed that 
the cease-fire be followed by the withdrawal ofall Vietnamese forces from the south. 
Ho Chi Minh refused to let this become part of the modus vivendi agreement he 
signed in the early hours of September 15.!*° Hence the agreement gave no details 
on the implementation of the cease-fire. It only stated: “Agreements of the French 
and Viet Nam General Staff should arrange the conditions of application and su- 
pervision of measures decided in common” (article 9b). The French Ministry of Na- 
tional Defense prepared internal instructions for the interpretation of the military 
clauses of the modus vivendi agreement, which were sent to Saigon on October 1.126 
They directed the high commissioner to demand the withdrawal and disarming of 
all Vietnamese forces in the south. On October 31, dArgenlieu assured Paris that 
the fundamental issue in the military negotiations would be the “repatriation” of 
regular troops that had come to the south from the north, and the disarming of the 
“rebels” in the south. The retention of these troops in Cochinchina and southern 
Annam would “be tantamount to recognition of Hanoi’s sovereignty over these ter- 
ritories.” DArgenlieu had therefore instructed General Nyo to make these demands 
at the very start of the military negotiations.!?7 

When the talks opened in Hanoi on November 3, just as the new Vietnamese 
government was being approved by the National Assembly, the Vietnamese cate- 
gorically rejected Nyơs demands. It was not Giap but Hoang Huu Nam who con- 
ducted the talks on the Vietnamese side, in his capacity as a delegate from the Na- 
tional Resistance Committee. He was assisted, however, by Giap’s chief of staff, 
according to a French report a “mute personality” who continuously passed little 
handwritten notes to Nam “prescribing the imperative point of view of the Army 
and Giap.” Since neither of the two sides wanted to take responsibility for a rup- 
ture, the talks continued until war broke out in Hanoi. The Vietnamese delegation 
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tried to propose a preliminary agreement to prevent any hostile actions. The French 
were not completely against it, but let the negotiations drag on. “The French Com- 
mission was up against a difficult task, since it was expected to engage in military 
accords that must inevitably concern problems that were basically political, and 
that had been resolved neither by the accords of March 6 nor at Dalat or Fontaine- 
bleau,” Nyo concluded on December 23.128 

When the talks began in Hanoi on November 3, the Vietnamese rejected Nyo’s 
demands out of hand. Neither party was willing to compromise, but both were ready 
to continue negotiating.!?? The Vietnamese delegation tried to get Nyo to accept a 
preliminary agreement to avoid any hostility until a definitive agreement could be 
reached. The French did not refuse explicitly, but no agreement was reached.1#° 

The Vietnamese had also hoped that the French would agree to deal with their 
regional leaders in the south. On September 13, the Resistance Committee for the 
Southern Region had been reorganized, and on September 22, the provisional Ad- 
ministrative Committee for Nam Bo, which had been set up during the August Rev- 
olution in 1945, issued a proclamation claiming to be the sole legal authority in Nam 
Bo.!! The Administrative Committee was now chaired by Pham Van Bach, and 
Nguyen Binh was commissar for military affairs. On October 17, the Administra- 
tive Committee sent instructions to the provincial committees explaining why the 
modus vivendi agreement had been signed and how it could be used to make 
progress in the struggle for unity and independence: faithful French application of 
the clauses would mean recognizing the authority of the Vietnamese government 
in the south. Therefore: “We must show the French and the foreign powers that we 
are well disciplined, that we obey the orders of the government, and that we respect 
the signature of Ho Chi Minh?!* The modus vivendi agreement prescribed that a 
person designated by the Vietnamese government and approved by the French gov- 
ernment should be accredited to the high commissioner in Saigon. In late October, 
the Vietnamese government designated Pham Van Bach to fill this function, thus 
hoping for an indirect French recognition of the Administrative Committee. D’Ar- 
genlieu was not to be fooled and asked the French government for authorization 
to inform Ho Chi Minh that the designation of Pham Van Bach could not be ap- 
proved. At the same time, he cabled Ho that “nothing was less probable” than an 
approval from Paris.* Moutet replied to đArgenlieu instead of writing directly to 
Ho Chi Minh, instructing the high commissioner to formally protest the existence 
of the Administrative Committee for the Southern Region.'** Ho Chi Minh asked 
several times for an answer from the French government. Its formal refusal to ac- 
cept Pham Van Bach arrived on November 2s.!3 By then focus was no longer on 
the south. 

The French were not content just to disapprove of Pham Van Bach's designa- 
tion. They wanted Ho to disavow the so-called Resistance in the south. On No- 
vember 2, Moutet wanted to know if the French commissioner in Hanoi (Morliére) 
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had made “the necessary representations” to the Vietnamese government with re- 
gard to the setting up of the Resistance Committee for the Southern Region.!* In 
reality, that Resistance Committee had existed for a long time, but the French chal- 
lenged the legality of a decree that had reorganized it on September 13. Moutets 
request provoked an exchange of notes between d’Argenlieu and Ho on the legal- 
ity of the Administrative Committee for Nam Bo. D’Argenliew’s first protest reached 
Ho on November 7. The activities of the committee were asserted to be in contra- 
diction with both the March 6 and September 14 agreements, and Ho Chi Minh 
was asked to halt all activities by institutions in Cochinchina representing the Viet- 
namese government. !37 

Ho retorted that the Administrative Committee had existed since August 25, 
1945, and that both the March 6 and September 14 agreements were based on the 
preservation of status quo until the referendum could be held.!3 DArgenlieu 
replied that this interpretation of the March 6 and September 14 agreements lacked 
any juridical foundation. Cochinchina was French territory, and its status could only 
be changed by a decision of the French parliament, which would ratify the wish of 
the population, consulted in a referendum. He warned that if Ho persisted in his 
interpretation, it would affect the very basis of the current negotiations.#? On No- 
vember 14, Ho Chi Minh answered that article 9 of the modus vivendi agreement 
was incompatible with the thesis that denied the existence of Vietnamese admin- 
istrative and military institutions in Cochinchina. Cochinchina was a part of Viet- 
nam where there was a special de facto situation due to the presence of French mil- 
itary forces. He warned the high commissioner against resorting to violence, since 
that could lead to a suspension of the application of the modus vivendi agreement. 
In that case, the Vietnamese government would decline all responsibility. #° The 
prospect of a suspension was not something đArgenlieu feared. He had long 
wanted this to happen.!*! On November 13, he had left Saigon for Paris, determined 
to ask the Cominindo to suspend the agreement that Moutet had signed two months 
earlier. In d'Argenlieu’s absence, it was the interim high commissioner, General Val- 
luy, who closed the correspondence with Ho Chi Minh on November 20. He 
confirmed what had been said in the previous letters and added that article 9 of the 
modus vivendi agreement referred to the existence of armed hostilities, which it 
was meant to terminate, and not to any de jure situation.!” 

The correspondence on the status of Nam Bo/Cochinchina was the final de- 
marcation of two incompatible positions. At Fontainebleau, the French had refused 
to fix a date for the referendum, because they needed time to whip up support for 
Cochinchinese autonomy. When the press was let free and the “rebels” were per- 
mitted to show their loyalty to Hanoi by strictly observing the cease-fire, the pro- 
tagonists of Vietnamese unity made their views heard in the Saigon media. In light 
of this development, the instructions from Paris to obtain the withdrawal of Viet- 
namese forces from the south were totally inapplicable. But in the Nyo talks, France 
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avoided any concession to the principle of an official Vietnamese presence in the 
south. At the same time, đArgenlieu, incited by a request from Moutet, chose to 
accentuate the most delicate of all topics by demanding that the DRV institutions 
in the south be abolished. The conflict over the status of Nam Bo sealed the fate of 
the modus vivendi agreement. 

Only one single clause in the agreement was fully implemented: on October 31, 
the Vietnamese handed the Pasteur Institute in Hanoi back to the French. French 
intelligence reported on November 7 that Vietnamese authorities had decided not 
to resolve anything else as long as there was no progress in the Nyo talks.! This 
does not mean that the Vietnamese did not take the mixed commissions seriously. 
They prepared themselves for hard, protracted negotiations on every issue.!“* The 
Vietnamese preparations were of no use, however, as it proved impossible to agree 
even on a location for the talks. The mixed commissions were thus never established. 
Ho Chi Minh insisted that they meet in Hanoi,'* while đArgenlieu maintained that 
the site for the most important commissions should be Dalat. He explained to Paris 
that as a matter of principle, matters of concern to the whole of the Indochinese 
Federation should be discussed in Dalat. Moreover, it was necessary to get the Viet- 
namese negotiators away from Hanoi, where they would spend all their time on 
political agitation instead of negotiating sincerely.'*° 

Some days after đArgenlieus departure for Paris, Saigon decided that the dis- 
agreement on where to locate the commissions should not be allowed to delay the 
promised restitution of French property. The chief economic negotiator, Ladreit de 
Lacharriére, went to Hanoi in order to establish the commissions supposed to take 
care of the restitution. Valluy called this a “gesture of reconciliation”! When đAr- 
genlieu saw this in a telegram he received in Paris, he feared that Valluy had gone 
soft, and he hastened to express his hope that de Lacharriére’s mission was inspired 
by the need to make Hanoi meet its obligations rather than a wish to make exces- 
sive gestures of reconciliation. 

Just after de Lacharriére arrived in Hanoi, a serious incident occurred in 
Haiphong as the result of a customs conflict. De Lacharriére obtained a promise 
from Ho to establish the commissions for the restitution of French property im- 
mediately, but in return, Ho wanted a special mixed commission to find an urgent 
provisional solution to the customs conflict in Haiphong. De Lacharriére discussed 
this with Commissioner of the Republic Morlière and his delegate for economic af- 
fairs, Robert Davée. They all agreed that Ho's proposal should be accepted and said 
so in a cable to Saigon. 

Valluy refused, however, arguing that the creation of a special mixed commis- 
sion would give the impression that France had modified its position and bowed 
to Vietnamese pressure. 1° When cabling his refusal to Hanoi on November 23, Val- 
luy had already ordered French forces in Haiphong into action. The battle of 
Haiphong put an end to all hope of a modus vivendi. 
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PANIC IN SAIGON 


The Vietnamese government had a clear strategy for how to utilize the modus 
vivendi agreement. It wanted to exploit article 9 to the full and delay the applica- 
tion of the other clauses till the French had been forced to deal with its represen- 
tatives in the south. French strategy was more wavering, due to the fact that the 
agreement had been signed by Moutet against the wish of đArgenlieu. DArgenlieu 
had no faith in the modus vivendi agreement and especially disliked article 9. Yet 
his first reports on the effective cease-fire indicate that there was a moment of rel- 
ative optimism in Saigon. However, with the abortive Nyo talks, numerous reports 
of defections by village notables, and an acute crisis in the Cochinchinese Council, 
the French in Saigon felt that the ground was giving way under their feet. By mid- 
November, they were convinced that the only way to safeguard French prestige and 
power would be to take drastic action and teach the Vietnamese a lesson. 

As early as October 15, three days before Ho’s return, d’Argenlieu had regretted 
that a vicious campaign was under way to oblige the French to accept the Viet- 
namese view with regard to Cochinchina. The French were giving only moderate 
answers to the Vietnamese “calumnies,’ because otherwise the favorable climate 
for the application of the modus vivendi agreement might be disturbed; however, 
the French might soon find themselves in an inferior position if they maintained 
this modest attitude confronted with an “adversary with no scruples,” dArgenlieu 
said. In any case, the Vietnamese campaign would cease if Ho wanted it to: “We 
shall be enlightened as to the real intentions of V.N. when the president has resumed 
the reins of power.’»! Two days later, on October 17, while preparing to receive the 
Vietnamese president the following day on the Suffren, dArgenlieu received a suc- 
cinct note from his new political advisor, Federal Commissioner for Political Affairs 
Léon Pignon. He was certain that Ho aimed to “eliminate France from Indochina? 
France had three main options, of which only the third was allowed for the time 
being: (1) a military coup in Tonkin against the Vietnamese government; (2) a 
strategic withdrawal to established economic and cultural positions, with recog- 
nition of Vietnam’s independence; and (3) political and military action to get the 
Vietnamese government to start dealing seriously with France and effect real 
change, not just modify its façade. !°? 

After meeting Ho at Cam Ranh Bay on October 18, đArgenlieu cabled Paris a 
quite optimistic report, a testimony to Ho's personal and diplomatic skills. The ad- 
miral was now under the impression that Ho wanted, at least for a while, to con- 
solidate the results he had gained by seeking détente with France. But đArgenlieu 
was also convinced that Ho would try, by “mixing kindness and friendly declara- 
tions with blackmail and intimidation, to improve his position in Cochinchina, 
even beyond the substantial gains he had achieved through article 9 of the modus 
vivendi agreement. At the same time, however, dArgenlieu warned the French 
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chiefs of staff that the possibility of Vietnamese military action against the French 
in the north could not be excluded, and that France needed to prepare itself to re- 
spond immediately in both “Hanoi and Annam.” The government should therefore 
not just maintain 75,000 French troops in Indochina but dispatch reinforce- 
ments.'”* A few days later, dArgenlieu dutifully forwarded friendly messages to Paris 
from the Vietnamese president, who courteously greeted Bidault, Moutet, and also 
the communist minister of reconstruction, Francois Billoux. The telegram to 
Bidault was strongest on substance (“faithful application of the modus vivendi agree- 
ment”), the one to Billoux on intimacy (“kisses to the kids”).155 

DArgenlieu did not like such telegrams. On October 26, he complained to Paris 
of the false impression made by “official courtesy.” He spoke of Hanoi’s “double 
game”; Ho Chi Minh was a shrewd politician who could officially disavow his sub- 
ordinates when their actions were too defiant, while at the same time letting his 
government fuel the underground groups in the south with instructions to keep up 
their terrorist activity. DArgenlieu quoted a sample of such instructions, captured 
by French intelligence. He concluded that the Vietnamese were exploiting article 9 
in an effort to unravel a year of French efforts in Cochinchina. The modus vivendi 
agreement would transform those who were legally and legitimately considered 
rebels into regular troops of a member country of the French Union. DArgenlieu 
warned that it could become necessary to overthrow a scheme so minutely con- 
trived by an “implacable adversary.’ If this proved to be the case, it would be best 
to inform Ho Chi Minh that the date of the entry into force of the cease-fire would 
have to be postponed.!56 

This was in fact an attack on Moutet for having signed the modus vivendi agree- 
ment. D’Argenlieu did not, however, put his threat to postpone the application into 
effect. On October 30, he instead gave the lengthy speech quoted above, denounc- 
ing terrorist activity in the south, assuring the Cochinchinese provisional govern- 
ment of French support, and expressing his doubts that Vietnam would comply with 
all its obligations.!°” Then the successful implementation of the cease-fire produced 
brief euphoria. On November 1, đArgenlieu told Paris that Ho seemed to be re- 
fraining from the kind of actions that would justify postponing the application of 
the modus vivendi agreement.!°° And on November 3, he described the situation 
in the south as “seriously improving” and said that the talks in Hanoi were devel- 
oping favorably. 15° 

These telegrams show that High Commissioner d’Argenlieu was wavering. The 
factor he was most uncertain about was Ho’s personal power. He seems to have been 
relying on secret intelligence from Hanoi. On November 6, he told Moutet that his 
information on Hos desire to avoid a rupture stemmed from an absolutely reliable 
source, saying that Ho was in control of the situation. The anticommunist opposi- 
tion in the north, whose only weapon was to outbid the Viet Minh in terms of xeno- 
phobia, was now incapable of expressing its views publicly, because the Vietnamese 
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security forces were both numerous and efficient. The opposition now longed for 
Emperor Bao Dai’s return, đArgenlieu claimed. Some hoped that France, others that 
the United States, would bring him back from China.!69 

There is a remarkable contrast between these conciliatory cables in the first days 
of November and the hard words đArgenlieu had used in his October 26 message. 
This may reflect a temporary optimism in Saigon, caused by the success of the cease- 
fire. It is also conceivable that d’Argenlieu, knowing full well that Moutet had in- 
vested his personal prestige in the modus vivendi agreement, was concealing his 
real view and waiting for a better opportunity to unravel the gains made by the ad- 
versary. By November 13, when đArgenlieu went to Paris, there was nothing left of 
the early November optimism. 

As soon as đArgenlieu had left, the cables from Deputy High Commissioner Val- 
luy began resorting to the same themes that đArgenlieu had expressed in the first 
half of October. Valluy blamed the worsening situation in Cochinchina on France's 
“tacit recognition’ of the Vietnamese claims on the region.!$! On November 19, he 
warned the French government that the French position in Cochinchina, as well as 
in the rest of Indochina, was being compromised. French “unilateral application” 
was more and more detrimental, and an all-out effort using “all available means” 
was therefore being planned. Valluy insisted that this effort be supported by a solemn 
governmental declaration affirming French sovereignty in Cochinchina.!6? 

In itself, the modus vivendi agreement had seemed like a French victory. 
France obtained significant long-term concessions from the Vietnamese without 
giving in to their demands for independence and union. However, the effective 
execution of the cease-fire and the demonstration of popular support in the south 
for the cause of national unity turned the application of the agreement into a po- 
litical victory for Ho Chi Minh. This pushed the French into a mental state of cri- 
sis. Until November, they had hoped to have their cake and eat it too: control of 
Cochinchina and peace with Vietnam. The increase in guerrilla activity, the po- 
litical strength of the unionists, the French reluctance to let Dr. Thinh have real 
power, and signs that the French authorities might abandon their support for the 
separatists—all these factors combined to generate a severe crisis in the Cochinchi- 
nese Council and government, precisely at the time when the modus vivendi agree- 
ment entered into force. 

The French and indigenous members of the Cochinchinese Council (which was 
meant to serve as precursor for an elected parliament) blamed Dr. Thinh’s govern- 
ment for the crisis and on October 31 demanded a cabinet reshuffle. One week later, 
when unable to present the council with a new government, Dr. Thinh came un- 
der attack. His main critic, Dr. Le Van Hoach, declared: “A government resembles 
a sports team. The premier is the captain. The rest of us, the Assembly members, 
are the supporters. The present team has been engaged in tough matches against 
other teams. It has lost because of lack of cohesion among the members. We, the 
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supporters, demand a reshuffle of the team, discarding the incapable and selecting 
new players who are more on top of things?! 

President Thinh who already in August had complained in private that the French 
administration seemed bent on “demonstrating to the Viet Minh that we are their 


puppets,” replied: 


All the insufficiencies that I'm being reproached with derive from the hybrid politi- 
cal regime that has been given to Cochinchina. Is it a Colony or a Republic? Our gov- 
ernment suffers from this situation and does not have the means to act. The imple- 
mentation of the modus vivendi [agreement] in Cochinchina places us in a delicate 
situation. Are we going to be relieved by the new Nam Bo government? Cochinchina 
is having a hard time at the moment. You asked me the other day to change my gov- 
erning team, [and] I’m ready to do so. But I first had to ask Monsieur the commis- 
sioner of the Republic, whom I need to consult on such issues. It is also for this rea- 
son that I have asked him to come and take part in the session this evening. Rest 
assured, however, that the government reshuffle you want will be accomplished with 
the shortest possible delay.!6 


Dr. Thinh promised the council to present it with a new cabinet before Novem- 
ber 15, but on November 10, his body was found hanging from the bolt of his win- 
dow.!® Those remembering the French colonization of Cochinchina eighty years 
earlier would recall how the mandarin Phan Thanh Gian, after having tried to col- 
laborate with the new foreign masters, had also resolved his impossible situation 
by taking his own life.'°° DArgenlieu immediately informed Paris, asserting that 
Dr. Thinh’s suicide must have been motivated by a desire to expose the injustice of 
the attacks directed against him by groups influenced by the Hanoi government— 
attacks to which “the modus vivendi [agreement] had given all the more liberty of 
expression” 157 Dr. Thinh’s suicide put an end to the French hopes of creating a strong, 
loyal, and autonomous Cochinchina as the cornerstone of the Indochinese Feder- 
ation. Yet the Cochinchinese experiment continued. Shortly before his departure 
on November 13, d'Argenlieu called his advisors together to seek a way out of this 
blind alley. They started by conceding defeat. Then Albert Torel, the new (first in- 
terim) French commissioner for Cochinchina, who had been skeptical to the idea 
of Cochinchinese separatism and rather preferred to reinstate a monarchic solu- 
tion for the whole of Annam (Vietnam), gave his less than enthusiastic apprecia- 
tion of the candidates to succeed Dr. Thinh. He concluded that it was difficult to 
find the right man and proposed replacing the Cochinchinese government with a 
provisional administrative committee, so that “the conflict could be localized be- 
tween France and Vietnam.” Pignon did not agree. “In a first phase,’ he said, we 
must “play according to the rules of the game and honor our pledges.” DArgenlieu 
consented: “The Cochinchinese government must remain in place’ but in the choice 
of personalities, one should seek out “genuine noncommunist unionists” (protag- 
onists of unifying the three ky). After some weeks of prevarication, the two main 
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candidates for the presidency, the ultra-separatist Tran Van Ty and the unionist 
Nguyen Van Xuan, were obliged to withdraw their candidatures, and on Decem- 
ber 6, the sporty but otherwise unremarkable Le Van Hoach was elected president.! 

In France, the news of Dr. Thinh’s suicide arrived at the same time as the first 
results of the French general elections, but the socialist mouthpiece Le Populaire 
had enough space for a comment that was probably more to the point than the ex- 
planation given by đArgenlieu: “The faithful application by both sides of the 
‘modus vivendi’ [agreement] signed by Mr. Ho Chi Minh and Marius Moutet, is 
little by little stripping this pseudo-government of all ‘raison détre’ and authority. 
The suicide of its president will, no doubt, hasten its demise?! 

In the week before the suicide, the cease-fire in Nam Bo had remained quite ef- 
fective, and this further reinforced the prestige of the Vietnamese government in 
the south. The Viet Minh simply won the propaganda war. Its political success and 
the French and autonomist failure became only too evident. Such situations have 
historically been among the most dangerous. When the powerful see the basis for 
their power eroding, they sometimes embark on risky, even reckless, actions. The 
risk that the communist advance in the French parliamentary elections on Novem- 
ber 10 would lead to the formation of a cabinet favoring concessions to Vietnam 
contributed to the panic, which provoked a strategic shift in Saigon. The option of 
shifting to a strategy of open confrontation had been discussed before, but only on 
a tentative basis. Until now the strategy had been designed to avoid any large-scale 
military conflict in the north, while concentrating on building up French control of 
Cochinchina, southern Annam, Cambodia, and Laos. It was believed that a successful 
application of this strategy would eventually oblige Hanoi to accept more or less the 
same terms as those offered to the governments in Vientiane, Phnom Penh, and 
Saigon. The French decision-makers in Saigon now feared that a new French govern- 
ment would make additional concessions to Hanoi, and perhaps give Vietnam the 
status of an “associated state”—a new legal category of semi-independent states in- 
cluded in the French constitution just adopted.'”° This convinced đArgenlieu and 
his team that a new strategy was needed, and that they had to take the initiative 
without waiting for new government instructions. Something dramatic had to be 
done to demonstrate the firm intent of France to defend its presence in Asia. The 
decision to seek a confrontation in the north was probably made on November 12 
or 13, just before đArgenlieu departed for Paris. He left behind him instructions 
for Valluy to regroup the French forces in the north in order to prepare for the even- 
tuality of France being obliged to resort to “direct forcible action against the Hanoi 
government”1”! It is important to note that the principal purpose of this decision 
was to secure French control of the south, not to conquer the north. DArgenlieu 
and his team believed that a rupture in the north would have a favorable effect on 
the attitude of the population in the south. 


Massacre 


The mission of the Navy has been perfectly executed, notably Savorgna 
de Brazza firing at Kien An and a designated village. 


NAVY COMMAND, HAIPHONG, NOVEMBER 23, 1946 


The deaths of thousands of human beings are concealed behind this terse telegram. 
When exploring the origins of the Vietnamese wars, it is easy to become absorbed 
in the actions of the presidents, ministers, commissioners, admirals, generals, and 
colonels—all men—and forget the millions of people—men, women, and children— 
who were wounded, who died, or who lost their closest kin. Sometimes, however, 
the archives of the decision-makers reveal evidence of the suffering. Jean Sainteny, 
the man who made peace on March 6, inspected the ruins of Haiphong on Decem- 
ber 3, and noted, not only that the military action had been “very brilliant,’ but also 
that it had been “very brutal”! 


SAIGON’S DECISION 


The key decisions leading to the Haiphong massacre were taken by High Com- 
missioner đArgenlieu between November 11 and 13, 1946, when he attended Dr. 
Thinh’s funeral and learned that the French general election had made the Parti com- 
muniste français the biggest party in the National Assembly. On November 13, he 
left dramatic instructions behind for General Valluy, who was to stand in for him 
while he was lobbying in Paris and visiting de Gaulle at his home in Colombey-les- 
Deux-Eglises. Just as in February, the French and Vietnamese adversaries were 
preparing themselves for a showdown in the north. Meanwhile, the insurgency grad- 
ually resumed in the south, just as it had in March, but this time the southern guer- 
rilla leaders were either unable or unwilling, after their effective implementation of 
the cease-fire, to mount any serious offensive.” In the north, there was no longer a 
Chinese army to enforce the peace. The port city of Haiphong and the capital Hanoi 
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were once again in focus, with a sideshow going on in Langson, a town strategically 
placed on the most important railroad to China. 

The SFIO’s Indochina slogan—“Neither abandonment, nor conquest”—was 
meant to reconcile peace with French greatness. D'Argenlieu had convinced himself 
that the two were not compatible, and he naturally opted for greatness (grandeur). 
The socialist concept in fact implied a two-pronged strategy, which had dominated 
French thinking in 1945-46, but was now abandoned in Saigon. The losing strat- 
egy had consisted in letting the Viet Minh dominate the north for the time being. 
The men behind this strategy may well have expected that when French control of 
the south had been secured, and its economic life had resumed, the regime in the 
north would come to terms, since it depended economically on the south. Having 
failed to generate local support in the south, dArgenlieu and his collaborators 
scrapped the two-pronged strategy, and gambled on a hope that if the Viet Minh’s 
main power base in the north could be made to collapse, then either Ho Chi Minh 
would reduce his ambitions or France would find more reasonable partners. This 
would in turn leave room for establishing a constructive relationship with the south- 
based elites. 

By mid-October, when Ho Chi Minh was on his way back on the Dumont 
d'Urville, dArgenlieu had already mentioned the possibility that the French might, 
as a considered countermeasure to a likely enemy attack, have to resort to a coup 
in Tonkin. “T consider that the hypothesis of forceful action by the Hanoi govern- 
ment under the most diverse pretexts, born of the exploitation of the modus vivendi 
[agreement], cannot be excluded. .. . If the government recognizes the probability 
of this hypothesis, we need to start getting ready to deal with it. An immediate re- 
sponse both in Hanoi and in Annam would then be necessary,’ d'Argenlieu secretly 
wired Bidault and General Juin on October 19. He asked that they make rein- 
forcements available. Juin supported d’Argenlieu’s proposal at a meeting of the Co- 
minindo on October 23, the day Ho Chi Minh was welcomed home by cheering 
masses in Hanoi. In view of the possibility of a “very serious crisis in Indochina,” 
Juin held it necessary to put reinforcements at the disposal of the high commis- 
sioner as quickly as possible. Two days afterward, đArgenlieu told his staffin Saigon 
that they should prepare to take advantage of renewed hostilities, which could break 
out as early as January 1947, to launch an offensive of their own with the aim of po- 
litically and morally neutralizing the Hanoi government so as to facilitate the pacifi- 
cation of the south.* 

In reality, đArgenlieu was not really waiting for an initiative from the adversary, 
merely for an occasion to act himself. He now asked Valluy to plan a coup de force 
in Tonkin. A preliminary study was undertaken by the 3° Bureau in Saigon and sent 
to the admiral on November 9. Two options were considered: occupying Hanoi or 
abandoning it. In both cases, it would be advisable to evacuate the French garrisons 
in the important cities of Nam Dinh and Langson, as well as Phu Lang Thuong and 
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Bac Ninh. The essential point for Valluy, who had long complained that his troops 
were too dispersed, was to hold Haiphong, the port that commanded the coast. By 
controlling the sea and the principal ports, France could, he thought optimistically, 
“put the Tonkinese authorities and population at our mercy by choking the coun- 
try’s economy.’ From a military point of view, Valluy leaned toward abandoning 
Hanoi, but he admitted that this might be inconvenient from a political and eco- 
nomic viewpoint, because it would look like a retreat, and perhaps even be inter- 
preted as signaling a French exit. In the first phase of the operations, before pulling 
out troops and civilians, the French forces should carry out a “coup détat” in each 
city and seize important personalities. It was necessary to “neutralize the current Viet- 
namese government in Hanoi through a forceful action.” Such “coups; however, 
could only succeed if they were kept completely secret, even from the “highest 
[French] political and administrative personalities . . . we shall have no scruples in 
preparing the military action through any kind of profitable diplomatic maneuver”° 

The admiral studied this proposal in light of Dr. Thinh’s suicide and the outcome 
of the general election in France. While appreciating the coup aspect of the plan he 
no doubt regarded withdrawing from so many places as excessively cautious. On 
November 12 or 13, just before his departure, he gave draconian instructions to 
Valluy: 


If, in spite of the efforts of the French government to arrive at a satisfactory agree- 
ment with the Hanoi government, hostilities should resume in the various operational 
theaters in Indochina, it is important that our troops be capable, not just of enduring 
a sudden attack from the adversary, but in addition of responding with decisive force- 
ful action. ... We must hence foresee the hypothesis under which the French gov- 
ernment, after having exhausted all ofits conciliatory resources, views itself as obliged, 
in order to retaliate against a resumption of hostilities, to resort to a forceful action 
against the Hanoi government.® 


The high commissioner prescribed regrouping the forces deployed in the south, by 
“abandoning the excessive number of small posts, reorganizing the Cochinchinese 
Garde civile, and creating mobile units that can support the Army in certain im- 
portant police tasks,” all of this in order to deploy the most effective forces in the 
north. He accepted substantially reducing the strength of certain garrisons in the 
north (Bac Ninh, Phu Lang Thuong, Nam Dinh, and Langson) in order to con- 
centrate the effort on the “strategic coastal base” from Haiphong to Ha Long Bay. 
He still wanted to “leave a symbolic garrison in Langson until further orders,’ and 
he did not in any way consider abandoning the “air-ground base of Hanoi, which 
constitutes the advanced starting point for the forceful actions that aim, in case of 
conflict, to neutralize the Hanoi government and destroy the military centers in Ha 
Dong, Sontay-Tong, and possibly Hoa Binh” He also asked Valluy to secure com- 
munications between Haiphong and Hanoi, at least temporarily. 
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Admiral d’Argenlieu’s instructions thus went further than General Valluy’s pro- 
posals, but they would soon themselves be overtaken by the actions of the local com- 
manders. And much sooner than the admiral thought. He did not expect Valluy to 
carry out the coup during his absence, just to prepare for it, so that it could be im- 
plemented later, perhaps “already in January 1947?” D’Argenlieu’s instructions rep- 
resented a complete reversal of Valluy’s previous strategy, which the French chiefs 
of staff had approved in August, and đArgenlieu5 reasoning was based on an analy- 
sis of the situation, not in Tonkin, but in Cochinchina. It was the failure in the south 
that led đArgenlieu to reconsider the policy of détente in the north. He had seen 
the problems coming in October, then vacillated for some time after meeting Ho 
Chi Minh on October 18 and seeing how scrupulously the adversary adhered to 
the cease-fire agreement in the first days after its entry into force on October 30. 
On November 5, however, đArgenlieu wrote a letter to de Gaulle, announcing his 
forthcoming visit to France and complaining about the French government's in- 
ability to see matters as they really were. He expressed his wish that the French elec- 
torate had heard and understood de Gaulle’s latest pronouncement.’ Shortly after- 
ward, the admiral was deeply shaken by Dr. Thinh’s suicide and the way it was 
exploited in the media. There was no way he could stop the unionist press, since 
this would violate the political freedoms promised in the modus vivendi agreement. 
There was also no way he could act decisively against the guerrillas, since they were 
not now active militarily, but relying on political means and on demonstrating their 
obedience to the Vietnamese government’s orders. The Viet Minh continued to 
expand its political control in the countryside under cover of the modus vivendi 
agreement. D’Argenlieu understood that the political situation in Paris made it im- 
possible for him to get any approval for a clean break with the Viet Minh. This was 
something he could at best hope to discuss confidentially with Prime Minister 
Bidault and Chief of Staff Juin. His intention in going to Paris was no doubt to ex- 
plain the southern debacle to the members of the Cominindo, obtain a suspen- 
sion of the cease-fire from them, and then start talking about the need to act in 
the north. 

He asked Valluy to prepare the necessary material on the south, and on Novem- 
ber 19 and 22, Valluy submitted two reports to Paris on southern developments. 
The application of the cease-fire was increasingly worsening the French position, 
he claimed. An energetic effort “with all the means at our disposal” was now under 
way.’ The strict execution of the cease-fire on the day and time fixed by the “rebel 
leaders” had given proof of the rebel bands’ discipline. At the very moment of the 
cease-fire, an intense, insidious and well-prepared political campaign had been 
launched in all the southern provinces, and the population had understood this as 
a stage on the way to national unification. The Viet Minh was gaining ground every 
day, the local chiefs were turning away from the French, and there had been 200 
desertions from the partisan troops. In spite of great efforts, the French lacked the 


110 MASSACRE 


means to counteract the political progress of the rebels: “There is no reason to be- 
lieve that it is possible to arrive at an agreement on an armistice in Hanoi on the 
conditions that have been elaborated by Paris. On the other hand, we cannot give 
Hanoi the moral advantage it would have if the rupture came from us. I estimate 
the situation to be difficult; it may be reparable in some details and in certain places, 
but it is essentially serious and certainly not favorable, as people seem pleased to 
say in some Parisian circles?!° 

DArgenlieu had long wished to present his views personally to the French gov- 
ernment, and on October 17, Bidault had given him the green light to come to Paris 
after the November 10 elections. When the admiral took off for Paris on No- 
vember 13, U.S. Consul Charles Reed expressed doubts that he would ever return 
if “leftist elements unite for political control”? The French press had just printed a 
news bulletin from Agence France-Presse (AFP) saying that đArgenlieu would prob- 
ably rejoin his monastery.'* Valluy reacted by demanding the AFP director’s dis- 
missal.!* During the next month, the question of whether or not dArgenlieu should 
be kept on as high commissioner was a hot issue in Paris. The socialist and com- 
munist press demanded his dismissal, although they did not have any inkling of 
what he was up to just then. Undisturbed by these leftist noises, d’Argenlieu lob- 
bied effectively in the political establishment for reinforcements and political sup- 
port, while sending reassuring messages back to Valluy in Saigon. 

Before flying to Paris, đArgenlieu had fixed the lines of responsibility for his col- 
laborators. Valluy was to be interim high commissioner, and the two “federal min- 
isters” Pignon (political affairs) and Gonon (finance) would have the authority along 
with Valluy to act in đArgenlieus name. A triumvirate would thus govern Indochina, 
the U.S. consul remarked.! It was this triumvirate, led by Valluy, who took all of 
Saigon’s fateful decisions until đArgenlieu returned, with new government in- 
structions, on December 23. 


PLANNING FOR A COUP D'ETAT 


D'Argenlieu’s instructions forced Valluy to scrap the prudent strategy he had de- 
veloped in July-August and dig up from his files the offensive plans devised in con- 
nection with Operation Bentré. In March-April, when it was not yet certain that 
the March 6 accords would hold, optional plans for “coups détat” in the northern 
centers had been worked out, but since May, these had just been kept on file. Im- 
mediately after having approved the April 3 military convention, which fixed the 
number of French and Vietnamese troops to take joint responsibility for relieving 
the Japanese of their duties in the various parts of Tonkin, General Leclerc had is- 
sued a general order, “Directives No. 1,” defining the task of the French northern 
garrisons as defending French interests by “the slow method, marking some little 
progress every day, without growing weary; by force when necessary”!5 Leclerc’s 
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order was not very precise, but it shows that he considered the March 6 agreements 
as a step on the way to increasing French control, not vice versa. The military as- 
pects of the March 6 agreement had first been specified in an appendix to the ac- 
cord itself and later in more detail in a specific convention signed on April 3, which 
set limits for the number of French troops to be stationed in the north, specified 
where the garrisons would be located, and established structures for military co- 
operation between the French and the Vietnamese. 

General Raoul Salan signed this April 3 convention on behalf of France just be- 
fore he left the northern command to General Valluy, who served in this function 
until succeeding Leclerc as commander of all French Far Eastern forces on July 17.1” 
On April 10, Valluy specified Leclerc’s “slow method” in follow-up “Directives No. 
2” He emphasized the instability of a situation in which the French were threat- 
ened both by a hostile population and by Chinese troops. Thus in every garrison, 
the commander must draw up a security plan, which should include prescriptions 
for the permanent protection of the military quarters, as well as for the seizure of 
the town in an emergency. In addition to elaborating local plans for “neutralizing” 
the enemy and occupying “sensitive points” methods should be elaborated for mod- 
ifying the military occupation and finally switching from a purely military opera- 
tion to a “coup détat.”!® This was, of course, conceived as a contingency plan to be 
implemented in the eventuality that the cooperation prescribed in the April 3 con- 
vention broke down. 

As an indication of appropriate methods, the general order prescribed effective 
intelligence, teams of specialists (possibly in disguise) charged with the “neutral- 
ization” of local leaders, and absolute secrecy. We may assume that such plans were 
dutifully drawn up by the commanders of the various French garrisons, but they 
were not used until November. On April 27, after a trip to Hanoi, U.S. Consul Reed 
reported that there might be ulterior motives behind the French insistence on a rapid 
withdrawal of the Chinese troops, because the French might stage a military coup 
once the Chinese were gone.” If the French had done so when the majority of Chi- 
nese forces left in June, however, this would have coincided with the Paris negoti- 
ations. Saigon could not be sure of Paris’s backing if the French forces in Indochina 
appeared to be the aggressors. Moreover, in the first period after the Chinese with- 
drawal, French and Vietnamese forces rubbed along in the north, notwithstanding 
a few incidents. The worst of these, which might in fact have escalated, occurred at 
Bac Ninh north of Hanoi in early August, with twelve French soldiers killed and 
many wounded. This led to an exchange of protests in Paris, where the Fontainebleau 
conference had been temporarily broken off when the Vietnamese delegation 
learned of dArgenlieu’s “second Dalat conference??? 

The French moderation in the north from August to October was due to the de- 
lay in the Chinese withdrawal, the ongoing negotiations at Fontainebleau, and es- 
pecially the agreed French focus on Cochinchina. A brief look back at Valluy’s think- 
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ing in August will demonstrate the extent to which his strategy was later turned up- 
side down. At the end of August, he told the French chiefs of staff that “it is in 
Cochinchina and southern Annam that the future of France in Indochina and the 
Far East will be determined? He wanted reinforcements in Cochinchina, Cambo- 
dia (where France had provoked a military incident with Thai forces in May to 
demonstrate its determination to win back the Cambodian and Laotian provinces 
that Phnom Penh had annexed in 1941), and “perhaps” Laos. By August, however, 
he saw no need to further strengthen the forces in Tonkin and northern Annam. 
His strategic priority was to lock down Cochinchina in a closed combat area (champs 
clos) into which it would be impossible to infiltrate external aid, and then, in a sec- 
ond phase, destroy Nguyen Binh’s guerrillas.?! 

The chiefs of staff approved this strategy, and until the signing of the modus 
vivendi agreement, Valluy saw no need to revise it. He even admitted, as late as Sep- 
tember 10, that it would have been best if France had not moved its forces into Tonkin 
at all; they could have been put to much better use in the south: “We have laid hands 
on the whole country. We hold on to it by our fingertips??? With his south-based 
strategy, Valluy did not need a vigorous French commander in the north. This may 
explain đArgenlieu and Valluy’s choice of General Louis Constant Morlière for this 
position.” Morliére had done three stints in Indochina before World War II (1921- 
23, 1929-32, 1934-39), where he had come to like the natives. Born in 1897, Mor- 
lière was two years older than General Valluy, so under normal circumstances, it 
would have been Valluy who served under Morliére, not vice versa. However, in the 
French Army in the immediate postwar period, one criterion counted more than 
seniority: how early one had rallied to de Gaulle. Leclerc, đArgenlieu, and Valluy 
had been with the Free French forces from the first days in London. Morlière had 
served Vichy in North Africa until de Gaulle arrived there with the Americans in 
1942. In 1944, while fighting the Germans in France, Morliére was replaced as com- 
mander of the 9° DIC by Valluy. Such things are not easily forgotten. In August 1946, 
Morliére swallowed another bitter pill in acquiescing to d’Argenlieu’s request that he 
serve under Valluy in the colony he knew so well from the 1920s and 1930s. 

Morliére was a cautious, peaceable officer with a brilliant examination record 
and a paternalistic empathy for the natives. Leclerc, Valluy, and Salan saw him as 
an “office man” not a real soldier. Giap describes Morliére with the same kind of 
soldierly contempt, recounting in his memoirs how this Frenchman had manifested 
his compassion for the Vietnamese people by “heaping praise on one of his servants 
who was a very skilful and honest cook” In February 1947, after Valluy had ob- 
tained Morliére’s dismissal, the latter prided himself that on his watch in Hanoi, 
from the settlement of the Bac Ninh incident in early August until the battle for 
Haiphong in late November, Tonkin had been almost completely calm.”4 

The local commander in Haiphong, 46-year-old Colonel Pierre-Louis Dèbes, 
who reported to Morliére in the chain of command, had served in the European 
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campaign as chief of staff to the commander of the 9° DIC, first under Morlière, 
then under Valluy. He was at first sympathetic to Morlière, although he himself was 
a very different type—a man of action who, like đArgenlieu, did not care much for 
the Vietnamese. Dèbes disliked seeing Morlière having to take orders from Valluy, 
and he preferred to keep at arms length from both generals by staying on in 
Haiphong until he got a chance to be repatriated. Dèbes was weary of Valluy, who 
on past occasions had sought to give him the most arduous tasks imaginable. Dèbes 
had refused Valluy’s request that he lead the assault on and occupation of Marseille. 
In October 1946, however, in view of the prospect of a possible showdown with the 
Vietnamese army, Dèbes loyally implemented Valluy’s “Directives No. 2” by issu- 
ing detailed orders to all unit commanders in Haiphong on what they should do in 
an emergency. The orders were distributed in sealed envelopes that were only to 
be opened on Débes’s specific order.” Just four weeks later, he ordered the seals to be 
broken. During the ensuing battle for Haiphong, copies of the instructions and also 
of Valluy’s coup détat directive fell into Vietnamese hands and were widely dis- 
seminated. This led the Vietnamese to believe that a similar coup was being planned 
for Hanoi. Dèbess unit order prescribed the use of armored cars and artillery to 
gain complete control of Haiphong: “As the situation is still unstable, we can at any 
moment be led to intervene very fast on our own initiative. For this possibility, there 
must be an offensive plan”? 

A key element in the offensive plans prepared since Operation Bentré was what 
the documents called “coup d'état” Such coups do not just demand military action, 
but also involve a political element. This was Léon Pignon’s domain. Jean Sainteny 
could also claim some expertise in the matter, although he was primarily a busi- 
nessman. Après coup, in January 1947, Sainteny summarized the thinking behind 
French actions since November: “The conclusion ...can only be reached in Tonkin, 
where the head of the Resistance is located. To limit one’s action to removing the 
southern extremities of the Viet Minh Hydra’s tentacles is illusionary and means 
forgetting that they will regrow again in the future, as they have done repeatedly 
since fall 1945, as long as the main body, established in the north, has not been elim- 
inated.’”” He might have added that it would not be enough just to kill the Hydra. 
One also needed to identify a beast to replace it, one that would lend itself more 
easily to domestication. 


THE BAO DAI ILLUSION 


By the time of Dr. Thinh’s suicide, the French had already for some time been look- 
ing for groups and personalities who could serve as a credible alternative to the Viet 
Minh and also to the incompetent Cochinchinese separatists.” Commissioner Jean 
Cédile, a representative of the “New France” who had come to Indochina after the 
“liberation” had been the most ardent supporter of the separatist cause in Cochin- 
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china. He left Saigon in October and was replaced as commissioner in Cochinchina 
by Albert Torel, an old colonial hand who was more inclined to favor a monarchi- 
cal solution with a basis in the traditional court in Hue than the modernizing com- 
mercial elite in Saigon.” It is striking that the most conservative French decision- 
makers were those who were most inclined to satisfy the Vietnamese aspiration for 
national unity. 

Since the August Revolution, which happened shortly after Japan had conceded 
the integration of Cochinchina into Bao Dai’s Vietnamese monarchy, the Viet Minh 
had been the main defender of the principle of national unity, which was widely 
popular among the population in all of the three ky. At the end of September, the 
French made the first contact with Bao Dai, now resident in Hong Kong, fully aware 
that if he were to make a royal comeback, he would need to be given what France 
was denying Ho Chi Minh: sovereignty over the whole of “Vietnam” right down 
to Ca Mau Point. 

As emperor of Annam from the age of twelve in 1925, Bao Dai had never wielded 
real power. He was a French puppet, and when he declared Vietnam independent 
on March 11, 1945, at the instigation of Japan, this did not much change his situa- 
tion. The Japanese simply replaced his French advisors with their own, to the ex- 
tent that they had sufficient manpower, and in many places they simply left a power 
vacuum, which was eventually filled by the Viet Minh. On August 25, Bao Dai an- 
nounced his abdication, resumed using his civil name, Vinh Thuy, and was invited 
to serve as Supreme Advisor to Ho Chi Minh’s government. He attended cabinet 
meetings, and in January 1946, he was elected as a member of the National Assembly 
from Thanh Hoa, his dynasty’s ancestral home.*° When the new government of 
Union and Resistance was formed and confirmed by the National Assembly on 
March 2, 1946, Vinh Thuy kept his advisory role, and he was sent, the following 
month, on a mission to Chongqing, to secure support from Chiang Kai-shek. His 
mission failed, to the disappointment of Vietnam's foreign minister, the VNQDD 
leader Nguyen Tuong Tam. Chiang Kai-shek stuck to his treaty with France and 
withdrew his troops from Indochina. Vinh Thuy then elected to live in exile in Hong 
Kong. As emperor he had acquired substantial personal needs, however, and when 
the French contacted him in September, they had with them both gold and money. 
“Many eyes are still surely turned toward him . . . but he does not at the moment 
represent an assured success factor, said đArgenlieu, who felt that Bao Dai might 
like to go and live in Cannes on the French Riviera, in an environment that he held 
“dear”?! Instead, the French invited Bao Dai on a trip to North Africa, where he 
could be held in reserve. He considered the offer seriously, but eventually decided 
to stay in Hong Kong and await developments.2 

The French, Léon Pignon in particular, also looked into the possibility of build- 
ing an alliance of convenience with conservative groups in Annam and pro-Chi- 
nese opposition groups in Tonkin. Pignon analyzed them, but found that the in- 
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fluence of the old mandarins did not extend beyond the city of Hue, and that vir- 
tually all of them had compromised themselves with the Japanese. It was also difficult 
to envisage any overt partnership with the VNQDD and Dong Minh Hoi, since they 
were cultivating the image of being even more anti-French and “xenophobic” than 
the Viet Minh. And the Vietnamese Catholic community was divided between men 
like Nguyen Manh Ha, who were cooperating with the Viet Minh and the friends 
of Ngo Dinh Diem, who had resigned in protest from Bao Dai’s government in 1932 
and remained fiercely anti-French. In this rather discouraging situation, the French 
decision-makers in Saigon seem to have placed their hopes in the creation, through 
some kind of decisive action, of something they repeatedly referred to as a “psy- 
chological shock? A shock might create room for new leaders to emerge under the 
guise of a “Bao Dai solution” 

Léon Pignon knew of course how difficult it would be to convince the socialist 
and communist politicians in France to put an abdicated emperor back on the 
throne. It would have been easier with de Gaulle, who had planned to use another 
former emperor, Duy Tan (or Vinh San), deposed by the French and exiled to the 
island of Réunion in 1916, but he had died when his aircraft crashed in Central 
Africa in November 1945 before he could get back his throne.** Marius Moutet, so- 
cialist minister for Overseas France from January 20, 1946, warned repeatedly 
against any kind of royal restoration. He wished, with support from his director of 
political affairs, Henri Laurentie, to see a modernizing Cochinchinese republic, free 
of conservatism and, if possible, also from communism. But he cautioned during 
the Fontainebleau conference that if Ho Chi Minh were sidelined, “the party that 
replaces him will be even more extreme in its nationalism.” It would probably also 
receive support from foreign powers, he said, and not just China.” 

Pignon nonetheless continued to explore a monarchic solution. On October 5, 
he sent the Cominindo the opinion of an anonymous Annamite journalist who “ad- 
mitted” that the opposition parties were still actually looking to France for support 
against their common enemy, the Viet Minh. This Mr. X ventured the idea that the 
French socialists should launch a propaganda campaign against the repression of 
democratic liberties in the DRV. Three weeks later, Pignon was more explicit in a 
letter he sent to the Cominindo and the Ministry of Overseas France: “Everything 
confirms that the only alternative to Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh is a unionist 
democratic monarchy. Will the metropole allow us to play this card?”3° It would 
not. Laurentie was aware of the crisis in Cochinchina and the failure of the au- 
tonomous government of Dr. Thinh, but he thought the solution was to broaden 
the political basis of the government in Cochinchina. On October 21, a few days 
before receiving Pignon’s letter, he had warned Marius Moutet of the upcoming 
Cochinchinese crisis: “Our position in Indochina has, for a few months, become 
dangerous . . . one essential factor works so completely against us that it threatens 
all our chances. This is the situation in Cochinchina; unless there is a quick recov- 
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ery, we shall have no other way of reestablishing order than to introduce Ho Chi 
Minh there. This would be a defeat for France of incalculable consequences. A gov- 
ernment allowing it to suffer such a defeat would never be forgiven by either pub- 
lic opinion or history.’ The only solution to this dilemma was the establishment of 
a Cochinchinese government, “if need be marked by unionism, which would prob- 
ably be anticommunist, but which should not be only that and would draw funda- 
mental authority from its social and national principles”° He thought this might 
still be possible, and he saw no alternative. After having received Pignon’s letter, Lau- 
rentie stuck to his unrealistic point of view. He did not believe that implementing 
the modus vivendi agreement would ameliorate the French position. Generously 
allowing Cochinchina a government whose principles were “close to communism, 
as vigorous and captivating as those of the Viet Minh? was the only answer. This 
was the only way to avoid having to abandon Cochinchina to the Viet Minh. At the 
end of November, after the Haiphong debacle, Laurentie persisted in his view that 
the only way forward was to reorganize Cochinchina administratively and politi- 
cally.’ Pignon took the opposite view. He thought it had been a serious error to al- 
low the Viet Minh to suppress the conservative, pro-Chinese nationalist groups in 
the north. By dealing solely with the Viet Minh, France had strengthened the na- 
tionalist credentials of its main adversary.’ 

The French vacillation between a range of unimpressive personalities in Cochin- 
china and the equally unimpressive Bao Dai would continue for more than two years. 
In 1947, Pignon was sent to Phnom Penh to run the Cambodian kingdom, and Lau- 
rentie was relocated to New York to represent France at the United Nations, but in 
1948, after Moutet had been ousted from the Ministry of Overseas France and the 
MRP had taken full control of French Indochina policy, Pignon made a comeback 
as high commissioner in Saigon. In 1949, he was finally able to welcome Bao Dai 
as head of a new Vietnamese state, defined as an “associated state” (Etat associé) by 
paragraph 60 of the French constitution. Now, with enthusiastic encouragement 
from the United Kingdom and more hesitant acceptance by the United States, 
Pignon would waste his great talent in seeking to convince the Vietnamese and the 
whole free world that Bao Dai was a magnificent national leader.*? 


ECONOMIC WARFARE 


While serving as Supreme Advisor to the DRV government in Hanoi from Sep- 
tember 1945 to April 1946, Bao Dai had been obliged to live more frugally than he 
was used to. He had first witnessed how the revolutionary leaders canceled the hated 
head tax that France had imposed on the colony, and then later overheard, to his 
amusement, how the cabinet ministers looked for alternative ways of financing their 
young republic, such as asking people to donate their gold and jewelry. Bao Dai was 
no doubt relieved when the government asked him to go on his mission to China. 
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During all of its sixteen months in Hanoi, the DRV government struggled to build 
a national economy in a country that had just been through a terrible famine, and 
was forced to feed a huge number of Chinese occupation troops. It issued its own 
money, “Ho Chi Minh banknotes,” which quickly depreciated, and did its best to 
find ways of procuring arms. After March 6, with the prospect of détente with 
France, government officials laid ambitious plans for developing the national econ- 
omy, with industry, trade, and the construction of new infrastructure. The nego- 
tiators at Dalat and Fontainebleau prepared to discuss economic modernization 
plans with French specialists, and Ho Chi Minh eagerly emphasized that he wanted 
French businessmen and advisors, if he could just be relieved of the civil servants. 
At the end of October, when Ho had returned home to report on the provisions of 
the modus vivendi agreement, the French Sûreté confirmed that the Vietnamese 
government was more preoccupied than ever with laying plans to modernize its 
economy. A special trading company, Viet Tien, had been founded for the purpose 
of promoting exports and imports, industrialization, transport, and so on.*? Then, 
just as dArgenlieu was reorienting his policy, French intelligence suddenly reported 
on November 12 that the Tong Bo had decided three days earlier on a highly different 
program for economic self-sufficiency, based exclusively on agriculture. The eco- 
nomic reconstruction of the country was apparently adjourned." In reality, the Viet 
Minh and the ICP had for a long time made parallel preparations for peace and 
war, with a division of labor between the leaders operating in public and those who 
were setting up bases and infrastructure for a long-term guerrilla struggle (Nguyen 
Long Bang, Hoang Van Hoan, and others). Still a shift seems to have occurred in 
the general outlook just when đArgenlieu changed his overall strategy. 

What could explain the change? For lack of good sources, we can only speculate. 
Ho Chi Minh had returned and met d'Argenlieu at Cam Ranh Bay. The Vietnamese 
National Assembly had convened, and the cabinet had been reshuffled to grant the 
Viet Minh a virtual monopoly on power. The cease-fire in the south had proved ef- 
fective, but the first meeting with General Nyo had given little hope of a lasting 
settlement. The DRV could not agree with Saigon on the site for the mixed commis- 
sions. Ho Chi Minh had received d'Argenlieu’s protest against the existence of the 
DRV’s Administrative Committee for Nam Bo. The French had also unilaterally es- 
tablished import-export controls in Haiphong. These developments may have con- 
vinced some Viet Minh leaders that negotiations with Saigon would prove futile. If 
the French government did not intervene to correct dArgenlieu’s policy, it would soon 
be necessary to take up arms in a protracted resistance struggle. Such a conviction 
may have been reflected in the November 9 decision of the Tong Bo. This, however, 
remains to be explored once the Vietnamese archives become accessible. 

One of the main worries was the import-export controls that the French had set 
up unilaterally. These controls were not put in place in order to levy any customs 
duty, but rather to prevent the Vietnamese from doing so. Their main dual purpose 
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was to defend the value of the Indochinese piaster by reducing imports, and pre- 
vent the influx of arms, ammunition, and gasoline to supply the Vietnamese Army. 
Vietnamese finances had not got any better since Bao Dai and the Chinese troops 
had left. Military needs absorbed the republic’s meager resources, and the main 
sources of revenue were the state-run trade in rice, taxes on foreign trade, and vol- 
untary donations. If the French deprived the Vietnamese government of customs 
duty, it would be in even worse straits. Taxation of foreign trade had already got the 
Vietnamese government into conflict with the Chinese merchants in Haiphong, who 
had been promised in the Sino-French treaty of February 28 that this would be a 
free port. D’Argenlieu had delayed the implementation of this clause till the Chi- 
nese had withdrawn all their troops from Indochina.” Now the Chinese merchants 
expected an end to customs duties. 

The numerous ethnic Chinese, who handled most of the foreign trade, were 
caught in the middle of the struggle for control of the port city. The French offered 
military protection and encouraged the Chinese to refuse to pay any Vietnamese 
duties. The Vietnamese had begun to collect customs in May, and in June-July, their 
customs service became steadily more efficient.“ At first, the Chinese merchants 
agreed to pay, but when the rates increased, they started to grumble, and some 
sought French protection. Already in June, General Leclerc had found the time ripe 
to take full control of the port, telling Valluy to use military means if necessary." 
At this stage, Valluy was the “dove” He informed Leclerc on July 5 that military oc- 
cupation was unnecessary, since for all practical purposes the port was already in 
French hands. Besides, military action would lead to the loss of “indigenous spe- 
cialized manpower”® Valluy further affirmed that French customs control in 
Haiphong would be inefficient, because goods would just be landed elsewhere. Effi- 
cient control could only be established through inspection at sea. On July 7, Colonel 
Dèbes advised the Chinese consul to instruct Chinese citizens not to pay customs 
duties to Vietnamese authorities. The consul was not enamored by the proposal and 
in fact informed the Vietnamese of what Débes had said.*® As no Chinese request 
for protection was forthcoming, the French commander felt obliged to let the Viet- 
namese police the Chinese sector of the town, while French control was limited to 
the port and the European sector. 

In mid-August, a group of Chinese merchants complained to the French that 
Vietnamese customs officers had confiscated a quantity of piaster banknotes and 
a stock of cigarettes. The complaint was not supported by the Chinese consul, but 
the French seized this opportunity to set an example by demanding that the Viet- 
namese return the notes and cigarettes to their owners. The Vietnamese refused 
to do so, and on August 29, Debes’s troops occupied the Vietnamese customs offices 
and arrested a number of policemen and customs officers. There was some fight- 
ing, but the mixed liaison commission intervened to stop it. Negotiations dragged 
on through the first half of September. The French would only release their pris- 
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oners if the cigarettes and banknotes were returned to their owners.“ The Viet- 
namese refused once again and sent a delegate to uphold Vietnamese sovereignty. 
As the French forces were in full control of the port itself, his position was weak. 
He temporized until the modus vivendi agreement gave hope of a more satisfac- 
tory arrangement. To gain confidence, the Vietnamese now gave in and handed 
over the confiscated goods in return for the release of prisoners.” This happened 
on September 18, just as the last Chinese unit left Haiphong on board an Ameri- 
can vessel. 

During the customs crisis, d’Argenlieu’s chef de cabinet, Longeaux, was on a mis- 
sion to the north. He reported to đArgenlieu that Hanoi seemed to accept French 
control of the port of Haiphong, even though this deprived them of customs rev- 
enues.” Shortly afterward, General Morlière issued instructions from Hanoi to es- 
tablish a new import-export controls agency in Haiphong, starting October 15, 
1946.°! Exporters and importers were required to apply for a “federal” license. This 
followed a French decision at the end of August to prohibit the export of rice. Gaso- 
line imports were at the same time restricted to the major petroleum companies, 
which were under French control.” 

Some of the Vietnamese leaders felt unease at the “capitulation” in the customs 
conflict, and in October, the Haiphong Viet Minh daily Dan Chu demanded that 
Vietnamese control of customs should be defended “with blood”? When the im- 
port-export controls were established in mid-October, the Vietnamese government 
formally protested, arguing that this unilateral move violated the terms of the 
modus vivendi agreement, which said that “Vietnam shall form a Customs Union 
with the other countries of the Indochinese Federation,” and prescribed that a co- 
ordinating committee should “prepare the organization of the Indochinese cus- 
toms service.” While the French claimed that they were entitled to set up a federal 
service, the Vietnamese held that each state should have a separate service, but with 
a common external tariff and no internal barriers. Since the mixed commission 
never met, there were no negotiations, but the French continued to build their fed- 
eral controls unilaterally. 

The conflict led to a state of almost constant nervousness. On October 30, the 
Stireté said there were rumors among the Annamites that the French troops were 
waiting for a favorable moment to conquer the city.°* This was exactly when Dèbes 
was distributing his closed envelopes. In late November and December, the French 
found much evidence that extreme apprehension had prevailed among the local 
Vietnamese commanders through October and November. On October 13, the chief 
of Haiphong military sector had told his troops that the French would launcha gen- 
eral attack on October 15, when setting up the new agency. This did not happen. 
Robert Davée, the French delegate for economic affairs in the north, signed in- 
structions on October 14 for enforcing import-export controls from the following 
day, but he emphasized that the controls would be provisional pending final agree- 
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ment between the parties.” He invited the Vietnamese to participate in organizing 
the new agency, but received no answer. From October 15, the French formally re- 
quired that every importer/exporter of articles above a certain quantity should ap- 
ply for a federal license. Davée promised at a press conference that banned imports 
would be replaced by goods furnished under a French plan.* He later admitted, 
however, that this was the weak point of the system: the north was deprived of cer- 
tain consumer goods that used to be imported from abroad, and the authorities in 
Saigon refused to supply these goods from stocks in Cochinchina. The Vietnamese 
would call this a blockade, and Davée confirmed in a report to Saigon: “If not a 
blockade, at least a contraction of imports to Tonkin”5” During the first month, how- 
ever, the French authorities did not implement the controls very rigorously. 

On October 21, the day that Ho Chi Minh took the train from Haiphong to Hanoi 
on his return from France, the Vietnamese troops in Haiphong were again ordered 
to prepare for an emergency. Ten days later, there were rumors that the French were 
preparing an attack on the Municipal Theater. The Vietnamese troops were put on 
the alert, although with orders to open fire only in self-defense. On November 4, 
Davée and Morlière asked Saigon to reconsider a decision not to ship replacements 
for the banned imports to the north. If this decision were not reversed, they argued, 
the new agency would either “provoke incidents by refusing imports,’ or it would 
have to disregard the import-export regulations and just freely issue licenses on re- 
quest.” No trace of any answer from Saigon has been found in the archives. Dur- 
ing its meeting on November 8, the Vietnamese National Assembly instructed the 
new government not to give in on the customs issue “at any price?” President Ho 
followed up on November 11 by protesting in traditional diplomatic language to 
the high commissioner against the “unilateral creation of a French customs office 
and control of foreign trade in the port of Haiphong.” He warned that it would have 
serious consequences for the forthcoming negotiations if these measures were not 
revoked.© 

On November 13, the Vietnamese command in Haiphong reported an “extremely 
provocative” French attitude and warned its troops that a serious incident might 
occur."! On the next day, the Vietnamese Ministry of the Interior instructed “all 
cities & Haiphong” to oblige French soldiers to go back to the French sector if they 
strolled out of their designated zones without a Vietnamese permit.” Then, five days 
later, the almost inevitable occurred. French authorities learned that a Chinese junk 
loaded with gasoline would be entering Haiphong shortly.** On November 18, Mor- 
lière warned Saigon that the new import-export rules would require confiscation 
of the shipment. This would further aggravate Vietnamese opposition, which re- 
mained “total and very intense but Morlière stressed that to fail to do so would 
imply giving up the whole scheme. Then, on the morning of November 20, the 
junk sailed into the port with its cargo. 

What was the French motive for creating the export-import controls? By No- 
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vember 20, the government in Paris had not yet been consulted on the matter, and 
had not apparently seen fit to look into the customs dispute. Only on November 21, 
after the first fateful day in Haiphong, did the Saigon triumvirate find the time ripe 
for informing Paris of the long-ongoing customs quarrel. Their telegram denounced 
the DRV for protesting against these controls, which were a “simple administrative 
measure; made necessary by the “total incompetence” of the Vietnamese customs 
service. The alleged purpose was to prevent an enormous contraband trade in rice, 
other foodstuffs, metals, and so on, particularly with China, in order to “protect” the 
supplies of the Tonkinese population, as well as the value of the piaster.® 

These were the official reasons, soon to be repeated in the French press. On No- 
vember 27, Moutet based himself on information received from Saigon when de- 
claring to a news agency that there had been an enormous contraband trade in food- 
stuffs from Tonkin.5 In 1946, the memory of the terrible 1945 famine, which 
probably cost around a million lives, was still fresh. However, there was no danger 
of any similar famine in 1946, and the November 1946 rice crop was good. Yet it 
does seem surprising that there should have been any sizable export of foodstuffs 
from the densely populated northern Vietnam, which normally depended on rice 
from the south. On the other hand the Vietnamese government was desperately 
looking for arms, and rice exports may have been used to finance arms purchases. 
If this was the case, then the Vietnamese government broke its own ban on rice ex- 
ports, which had been proclaimed as early as October 1945, against the background 
of that year’s famine. Davée’s report does not refer to any rice exports, but rather 
warns that the new controls might lead to a considerable reduction of imports. 
Saigon did have indications that Vietnam had been paying for weapons with opium 
and rice, and the French ban on gasoline imports was most probably meant to starve 
the Vietnamese Army of fuel.” 

It was also important for the French to stop the depreciation of the piaster on 
the Hong Kong market, where it was under considerable pressure because of In- 
dochinas negative balance of trade. What Valluy failed to mention, was that sup- 
port for the piaster was also part and parcel of the French effort to depreciate the 
“Ho Chi Minh banknotes””! The regulation of imports and exports in Haiphong 
was meant to reintegrate Tonkin into a French-controlled financial system. Its rapid 
implementation without any prior negotiations indicates that the French had po- 
litical and military objectives in mind as well: halting supplies for the Vietnamese 
Army, undermining the economic foundations of the Vietnamese state, and pro- 
voking the Vietnamese government to either submit to French will or react forcibly. 
Pignon expressed some of these motives in a report he signed on November 23, the 
worst day in Haiphong’s history: “If the Ho Chi Minh currency were to collapse, 
the whole system would fall together with it, since the government would be un- 
able to procure the foreign currency it needs in any other way. It is actually quite 
likely that with the disturbances that such a fall would cause and the accumulated 
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losses, the present government would find itself in a very bad position and would 
hardly be able to resist an increasingly numerous and forceful opposition, composed. 
of the innumerable dupes of the Viet Minh regime??? 

Davée mentioned the possibility that the purpose of the original decision to in- 
stitute the import-export controls had been to “transfer the combat abandoned on 
the military level, to the economic level”73 This had happened before Davée him- 
self took responsibility for economic affairs in the north. Davée subtly argued that 
after Ho Chi Minh had accepted a federal customs service in the modus vivendi 
agreement, the controls could no longer be considered as economic warfare, just 
as a technical measure to protect the country’s economy. But, and this disappointed 
Davée, the Vietnamese did not see it the same way. This had to mean, he felt, that 
Ho Chi Minh was the figurehead of a government dominated by extremists who 
wanted the “total eviction of the French.” Hence France had only two options: leave 
Indochina or use force to restore its authority.”4 

The French scholar Paul Mus has called Haiphong “Tonkin’s lung.””° General Val- 
luy in 1967 stated that to any perceptive commander, Haiphong was the focal point, 
but also the most exposed and vulnerable.”° A French intelligence report from Jan- 
uary 1947 confirmed that by taking control of Haiphong and expelling the Vietnamese 
customs service, the French had attacked a sector considered as vital, if not by the 
whole Vietnamese cabinet, at least by Giap and the military, although they had al- 
ready instituted a system of barter trade, rationing, and payment in kind of govern- 
ment officials’ salaries, so their state could continue to function even if Haiphong 
were lost.” The French deputy chief of staff, Admiral Pierre Barjot, the main critic 
in Paris of dArgenlieu’s and Valluy’s new strategy, wrote a note on December 8 in 
which he concluded that the import-export controls had led inescapably to armed 
conflict. These were afterthoughts, but, as we have seen, Morliére had warned in 
advance that incidents were likely. There is little doubt that Saigon sought to provoke 
incidents in order to undermine the modus vivendi agreement. When an incident 
finally occurred, Ho Chi Minh asked the French to agree to immediately establish a 
mixed commission to prepare a preliminary customs agreement. Davée and Mor- 
lière wanted to accept the proposal, but the triumvirate in Saigon said no. 


NOVEMBER 20 


There are five main sources to the events in Haiphong on November 20. Colonel 
Dèbes wrote a detailed report the same evening. The head of the 2° Bureau of the 
Navy in Tonkin, Lieutenant de vaisseau Nougarède, wrote his report the next day, 
and his boss, Capitaine de vaisseau Barrière, also wrote one of his own. On the Viet- 
namese side, Captain Le Van My, a liaison officer, wrote a report to General Giap 
immediately after the events. There is also a public Vietnamese account in French, 
printed in the French-language local newspaper Le Peuple on November 23. In ad- 
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dition, the Vietnamese government included an account as one of 76 appendices 
in a memorandum, which Ho Chi Minh tried to hand over to Marius Moutet when 
he visited Hanoi in late December.”? The French sources are independent of the two 
Vietnamese, but the authors of Le Peuple’s and the Ho Chi Minh memo versions 
had probably read Le Van My’s report. All later accounts rely directly or indirectly 
on either Débes’s report or the Vietnamese version.® The events are reconstructed 
here on the basis of these sources, which will be referred to only when they differ. 

In the early morning of November 20, the unloading of gasoline from the Chi- 
nese junk had already begun when a French landing craft approached it and took 
the junk in tow. Three security officers, led by Lieutenant Jumeau,*! seized what 
had already been unloaded. Vietnamese police and soldiers arrived on the spot. At 
this point, the reports part company. According to the Vietnamese, the French land- 
ing craft opened fire and the French soldiers guarding the gasoline attacked the lo- 
cal policemen, killing one. According to Dèbes, the Vietnamese soldiers fired on 
the French boat, and Jumeau, far from killing anyone, discussed the matter with a 
Vietnamese police officer, who conceded that the affair was a Franco-Chinese mat- 
ter and did not concern the Vietnamese. Barrière gives another story, based on an 
oral report from Jumeau, which was confirmed by a French naval officer: Jumeau 
had been attacked (pris à partie) by a Vietnamese patrol that arrived in a truck. They 
fired on the French landing craft, which returned fire with its machine guns. Bar- 
rière adds that this exchange of fire was “without result; but that a Vietnamese civil- 
ian was killed, “very certainly by Vietnamese bullets.” 

The Dèbes and Barrière versions do not seem reliable. Jumeau was not just an 
ordinary officer. His “military security” group was the Haiphong branch of a new 
special service, the Bureau fédéral de documentation (Federal Bureau of Docu- 
mentation), or BFDOC. Morliére would later reveal that Jumeau and his two com- 
panions were working for an agency that “constantly caused trouble?#? In April 
1951, Jumeau—still a lieutenant—became infamous when he ordered the massacre 
of twenty Vietnamese hostages at Cam Ly near Dalat. On the other hand, since 
the landing craft had the junk in tow, it had little reason to open fire, so the Viet- 
namese claim that it fired first seems doubtful. It would make more sense for the 
soldiers on the shore to open fire in order to take back the confiscated junk. Then 
again, the Dèbes report says that no one was hit on the boat. Perhaps the Viet- 
namese fired warning shots. Debes’s allegation that a Vietnamese police officer ad- 
mitted that this was none of his business is hardly credible. Le Van My claims more 
convincingly that it was the French liaison officer who remarked, when the Viet- 
namese proposed to intervene jointly, that this was a Franco-Chinese affair of no 
concern to the Vietnamese. 

After this initial incident, the Vietnamese sent a stronger force to the place where 
the French had stored the gasoline. They disarmed the Jumeau group and took them 
to a police station. Then the liaison intervened, and Le Van My accepted a French 
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demand for the Jumeau group’s immediate release. The car sent to pick them up, 
however, was fired upon. Two gunners were injured, while the driver saved him- 
self by pretending to be dead.** This Vietnamese blunder provided Débes with a 
pretext for ordering armored vehicles to the scene. Approaching the police station, 
they drew hostile fire, and returned it with canons and machine guns, taking up 
position in front of the City Theater. The liaison officers intervened again, and the 
captured French officers were released around noon. 

This could have been the end of the affair,*> but Débes refused to withdraw the 
armored vehicles and demanded that the Vietnamese pull out of the Chinese quar- 
ter and dismantle all the barricades they had set up there. According to Dèbes these 
demands were accepted by the Vietnamese authorities, but when he sent a bulldozer 
to undertake the removal, someone shot at it. In the Vietnamese version, the de- 
mands were not accepted, and Dèbes then launched a general offensive, which lasted 
until late in the evening. Debes also describes this offensive, in which French troops 
occupied the City Theater (except the top floor) and other strategic points in the 
city. During the combat at the Theater, the chief of the French liaison office, Com- 
mandant Camoin, was killed when approaching the Vietnamese lines carrying a 
white flag. 

Who was to blame for the incident and its escalation? Although the facts related 
in Dèbess report show that the Vietnamese Army and self-defense groups acted 
nervously and were only loosely controlled by their commanders, he claimed that 
Vietnamese authorities had provoked the incident. Vo Nguyen Giap asserted that 
the hostilities had been premeditated by the French, who had taken the initiative 
and bore full responsibility.# It is impossible to establish with certainty if it was the 
French or the Vietnamese who opened fire first when the junk was seized. Both 
were prepared to use force, the Vietnamese in order to protect their customs ser- 
vice, the French to defend their import-export controls. As Morliére had told Saigon 
earlier, violent incidents would almost inevitably result from the parallel existence 
of two rival services. It is not clear that the incident had been planned by either 
party, but it does seem suspicious that the BFDOC group was involved. The BF- 
DOC had been established in July, under the direction of Commandant Schlum- 
berger, to operate independently of the various military units’ 2° Bureaus. It reported 
directly to đArgenlieu, who gave it the task of collecting and distilling intelligence 
from the various French intelligence services. From the beginning, the BFDOC also 
had local agents of its own.*® 

The Vietnamese had far more to lose from the affair than the French, who were 
militarily superior. Events show that the Vietnamese authorities did their best to 
stop the fighting, while Debes sought to use the incident to advance his positions. 
He refused to withdraw from the strategically important City Theater or from any 
of the other points that had been occupied.* 

It was not till late in the afternoon that the center of French decision-making 
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moved from Haiphong to the more conciliatory Hanoi level. Vietnamese liaison 
officers in Hanoi had approached their French colleagues on the matter at 1430 
hours, but Morlières headquarters had not yet been briefed from Haiphong. Mor- 
lière got a short telegram from Dèbes at 1600 hours, saying that a car had been at- 
tacked and two gunners had been injured.” Dèbes does not seem to have wanted 
any interference from Hanoi. Morlière now managed to contact Dèbes on the tele- 
phone. At this point, Morlière claimed later, Dèbes was getting ready to employ his 
artillery. Morliére instructed him to avoid going on the attack and instead prevent 
further incidents.” It was after having received these instructions that Dèbes man- 
aged to capture the City Theater. 

Morliére now sent his political advisor, Colonel Lami, to meet with Hoang Huu 
Nam, undersecretary of the interior and deputy secretary of the Vietnamese Com- 
mittee of National Defense, one of Giap’s closest collaborators. At 5:40 p.m., they 
agreed on an immediate cease-fire and settled that troops on both sides should in 
principle return to their respective positions. A mixed commission would go to 
Haiphong in the morning to make sure that the cease-fire was respected. The agree- 
ment was communicated to Haiphong by telephone. When Dèbes demanded that 
Morliére allow the French troops to remain in control of the City Theater, this con- 
travened the Lami-Nam agreement, which Morliére had explicitly endorsed. 

While Lami negotiated with Nam, Morliére informed Saigon that he had in- 
structed Dèbes to avoid attacking and put a stop to the incidents.?? This must have 
annoyed General Valluy unimaginably and made clear to him what a terrible mis- 
take it had been to put Morlière in charge in the north. Morlières appointment had 
been made at a time when the south was what mattered. Now everyone focused on 
the north. The next day, the center of French decision-making moved one further 
step up the ladder, from conciliatory Hanoi to impatient Saigon. 


NOVEMBER 21 


The train carrying the mixed commission from Hanoi had to stop outside Hai- 
phong when someone shot at it. The French said it was Vietnamese fire, and the 
Vietnamese, that it came from the French-occupied railway station. The commis- 
sion drove into the city in jeeps and armored cars. After a brief meeting, its Viet- 
namese members went into the line of fire in order to stop it. They succeeded, but 
only after several hours efforts.” The French would later praise Nam, who risked 
his life. On their side, the French members had a heated discussion with Dèbes, 
who did not take part when the mixed commission met. At 1645 hours a newagree- 
ment was signed by Major Herckel for the French and Nam for the Vietnamese. All 
fire was prohibited under any pretext whatsoever, and the French armored cars were 
to withdraw immediately.” Lami later explained why he had not himself signed on 
to this agreement, but left the signing to Herckel: “Already at my arrival in Haiphong, 
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I realized that the attitude of Colonel Dèbes was not of a kind that would facilitate 
my task and that there was little chance he would consent to implementing the agree- 
ment. .... I thought it best to abstain from signing . . . in order not to give the Viet- 
namese government the impression that the French civilian authorities . . . were 
unable to make the Army commander in Haiphong respect their signature”” 

The evening of November 21 was calm in Haiphong, and in spite of Lami’s pre- 
monitions, Dèbes might after all have complied with the Nam-Herckel agreement 
if Morliére had not been so eager to tell Saigon the happy news. When Valluy was 
informed of the Nam-Herckel agreement, he felt that an excellent opportunity for 
teaching Vietnam a lesson was being lost. At 1752 hours on November 21, Valluy 
sent a telegram directly to Dèbes, a procedure that, in Morlières words, was “con- 
trary to all rules of hierarchy’ This telegram said that it was “absolutely necessary 
to take advantage of the incident and ameliorate our position in Haiphong.” Valluy 
told Dèbes that he had instructed Morliére to demand the evacuation of all Viet- 
namese forces from Haiphong and to obtain this by force after having undertaken 
“a preliminary inquiry.” Valluy sent these instructions to Morlière too, and also a 
separate cable telling him to react immediately and vigorously against the Viet- 
namese provocations; he should not refrain from “capturing, disarming, and even 
destroying the local Vietnamese regular garrisons?” 

That same evening, Saigon informed Paris of the events, saying Morlières order 
to cease hostilities had resulted from an “extreme mood of conciliation”?! Valluy also 
informed Paris of his harsh instructions to Morlière,” but the center of French de- 
cision-making did not shift to Paris. The French government let it stay in Saigon. 


NOVEMBER 22 


Valluy’s instructions went beyond what Dèbes had asked for, Morlière realized, when 
he mulled over Valluy’s orders in the night from November 21 to 22. He decided 
to accept what Dèbes had demanded, and thus break the Nam-Herckel agreement, 
but to try and make Valluy modify his most excessive orders. At 0845 in the morn- 
ing, he sent a telegram to Haiphong approving the conclusions of Dèbess report 
and ordering him to hold on to the City Theater.!9 An hour later, he signed a mes- 
sage to Valluy, in which he repeated the instructions he had just given Dèbes and 
added: “To demand complete evacuation of Haiphong would mean to decide with 
absolute certainty—I repeat, with absolute certainty—the conquest of this city, which 
must be preceded, if one is to avoid great losses, by its partial destruction by ar- 
tillery. This would lead to a complete rupture with the March 6 agreement and the 
modus vivendi [agreement], and almost certainly to the spread of combat to all our 
garrisons in Tonkin”!°! By the time the warning arrived in Saigon, Valluy had al- 
ready sent draconian new orders to Morlière and Dèbes simultaneously: “It is clear 
that we are faced with premeditated aggression, carefully prepared by the regular 
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Vietnamese Army, which does not seem to obey its government any longer. In the 
circumstances, your honorable attempts at conciliation and sharing out of military 
quarters {répartition des cantonnements], as well as the inquiry I have prescribed, 
are now out of place. The moment has come to teach those who have treacherously 
attacked us a severe lesson. By all the means at your disposal, you must gain com- 
plete control of Haiphong and make the Vietnamese Army and government regret 
their mistakes”192 

Morlières warning, arriving on Valluy’s desk shortly after he had sent his fate- 
ful telegram, did not have any impact. Valluy repeated to Morliére that it was nec- 
essary to exploit any possibility of improving the French position by driving all Viet- 
namese forces from Haiphong and its neighborhood. He added, in a moment of 
caution, that artillery should only be used as the last resort, but he authorized its 
use if necessary.!™ 

November 22 was relatively calm in Haiphong. Dèbes was preparing to present 
the Vietnamese with an ultimatum. Lami urged him not to do so and gave the 
colonel a formal warning letter before departing Haiphong: “We must do every- 
thing to avoid the outbreak ofa conflict, which will be generalized immediately and 
will endanger, not only the isolated French posts in Hai Duong and Vinh, but even 
more the civilian population in Hanoi. Neither the high commissioner nor the 
French government want such a conflict. I consequently think that the ultimatum 
must be presented to local Haiphong authorities only after confirmation coming 
from Hanoi”! Dèbes, however, took his orders from Saigon, and he decided to 
hand over the ultimatum in the morning. 


NOVEMBER 23 


Dèbes justified his ultimatum by alleged Vietnamese troop movements and con- 
centrations in the Chinese quarter, a section of the town near the station, and the 
village Lac Vien, contrary to the November 21 agreement, and he demanded Viet- 
namese withdrawal from the whole Chinese quarter. He also demanded that all Viet- 
namese civilians in these areas be disarmed. Dèbes then tied Valluy’s hands by 
adding that he was making these demands on instructions from the high commis- 
sioner. He concluded: “I demand pure and simple acceptance of these conditions 
before November 23, at nine hours, otherwise I reserve the right to take all mea- 
sures that the situation requires?! 

The Vietnamese received the ultimatum at 6 a.m., so they had three hours to 
reply. The chairman of the Administrative Committee in Haiphong, whose name 
our sources give just as Nguyen, replied immediately that the ultimatum violated 
earlier agreements. He dismissed the allegation that Vietnamese troops had 
moved. They were not massed in the Chinese quarter, as alleged: “We are aston- 
ished to receive your aforementioned letter with demands that we judge inop- 
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portune to say the least. At any rate, we make it our duty to refer to our central 
government in Hanoi and ask it to provide us with a reply” Dèbes immediately 
repeated his ultimatum, while adding another knot on the rope he was using to 
tie Valluy’s hands: “It is up to you as representative in Haiphong of the govern- 
ment of the Republic of Vietnam to take responsibility for refusing or accepting 
these demands. They come from the high commissioner of the [French] Repub- 
lic in Saigon, who sent them by telegraph last night. I draw your attention one last 
time to the extremely serious consequences that a refusal would entail. I await your 
reply at 0945.” He got the reply even sooner: “I cannot but refer to my central gov- 
ernment in Hanoi to decide on the acceptance or refusal of your demands. As far 
as the Administrative Committee in Haiphong is concerned, I take upon myself 
the responsibility for executing punctually and faithfully the two clauses of the 
agreement signed on November 21, 1946, in the evening, between Mr. Nam, un- 
dersecretary of state, and Colonel Herckel, representing the military authorities 
of the high commissioner of the French Republic in Hanoi.” Contact had again 
been established between the liaison officers in Hanoi when the deadline expired 
and Dèbes gave his order for a general attack, supported by artillery. The bom- 
bardment started at 1005 hours.!96 

This is not a military history, but a political case study of how and why the war 
began. It is superfluous therefore to relate the details of the five-day battle for 
Haiphong, the French attack, a Vietnamese attempt at counterattack, the heavy use 
of artillery, and the French conquest of the whole region around this port city. But 
the horror of the Vietnamese population at the sight and sound of French naval 
guns, army artillery, and aircraft razing large parts of the Vietnamese quarters in 
Haiphong, and killing thousands, fueled the determination of many young Viet- 
namese to join Giap’s Vietnamese Army and fight a protracted resistance struggle 
from base areas in the interior. They knew what President Ho had told General Salan 
in March: French ships could not sail up the Vietnamese rivers. 


LANGSON 


Langson was far from the coast, and Valluy had found it militarily advisable, back 
in August, to withdraw the French garrison there, while even dArgenlieu envisaged 
the retention of just a symbolic force. Events would decide otherwise. In January 
1947, Le Figaro affirmed with pleasure that the two “gateways” to Tonkin, by land 
at Langson and from the sea at Haiphong, had been closed. The Viet Minh had thus 
been deprived of any hope of easily obtaining supplies.!!” This illustrates the issue 
at hand in the battles of Haiphong and Langson. Hanoi lost control of its port and 
of one of its two rail links to China, and also of an important junction on the road 
along the Chinese border to the Gulf of Tonkin. 

The bombing of Haiphong and the occupation of Langson took place at virtu- 
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ally the same time, but this does not mean they resulted from a coordinated plan. 
The population in the province of Langson was not as loyal to the Vietnamese gov- 
ernment as elsewhere. The region had recently been controlled by the pro-Chinese 
Dong Minh Hoi. Out of 170,000 inhabitants, only some 9,000 belonged to the eth- 
nic majority Viet (Kinh). About 5,000 were Chinese, 4,000 Man, 72,000 Tho, and 
80,000 Nung.'°8 When the Chinese Army left in June, Vietnamese government troops 
took over the city from the Dong Minh Hoi, but just a few days later, on July 8, the 
first French units arrived. They came with the blessing of the Vietnamese command 
in Hanoi, but the Vietnamese asked them to occupy a designated zone. The French 
troops began almost immediately to move out to nearby towns and villages, and 
this led to protests and small incidents. The Bac Ninh incident in early August be- 
gan with a clash between Vietnamese troops and a convoy of French reinforcements 
for Langson.!°? 

Tension between Vietnamese and French forces in the Langson area built up, 
and on October 12, Ho Chi Minh protested formally against confiscations, kid- 
nappings, murders, interference with the local administration, hostile propaganda, 
and the incorporation of Chinese bandits and pro-Japanese Vietnamese citizens into 
the French forces. The French refuted the charges and expressed their regrets that 
it had not been possible to establish trust and cooperation with the Vietnamese 
Army in the border area. The mission of the French troops in Langson was to “su- 
pervise the border in cooperation, if possible, with Vietnamese troops 11° Exactly 
one month later, this lack of cooperation led to open conflict. 

There are several sources on what happened in Langson on November 21 and 
the following days. Giap composed a letter to Morlière that same evening, and the 
Vietnamese later prepared a memorandum covering the ten days from Novem- 
ber 15 to 25.!!! Lieutenant Colonel Sizaire, commander of the Langson sector, wrote 
a report forming a basis for the French version.!” There is also in the French archives 
a folder with telegrams exchanged between Sizaire, Morliére, and Valluy, and with 
French translations of captured Vietnamese documents.!!% 

The French were preparing to hold a ceremony on November 24 in commem- 
oration of the French soldiers and officers who had been killed and murdered by 
the Japanese in September 1940 and March 1945. On the latter occasion, because 
the French garrison in Langson had resisted so fiercely, the Japanese had executed 
virtually all the soldiers who surrendered. Sizaire now wanted to dig up as many 
French corpses as possible before the ceremony, and he wished to organize the event 
in the Citadel, which now served as Vietnamese military headquarters. The Viet- 
namese saw the planned ceremony as a pretext for preparing an attack. The Com- 
mittee for the Protection of Langson City met on November 15 and decided that, 
in case of conflict, it would change its name to the Resistance Committee. It also 
decided to steer clear of any provocation and to do its best to avoid being involved 
in any incidents. These decisions were approved from Hanoi in a message the com- 
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mittee received on November 19, which said: “D’Argenlieu may soon be dismissed, 
so keep clear of provocations at any price. For the moment, the French are seeking 
to create a provocative movement, mainly in Haiphong, in the hope of protecting 
the terrorist policy of đArgenlieu. Pay close attention? ™!* 

On November 20, the French began to dig up corpses close to the Citadel and 
removed some Vietnamese defense works that hampered access to the graves. In 
the Vietnamese version, the French forces used the opening of the graves as a pre- 
text for military reconnaissance, attached to a plan for a coup de force. In the evening, 
Vietnamese authorities set up new headquarters outside Langson. When the French 
arrived in the morning to continue their grave-digging, the barrier had been re- 
constructed and mined. The French began to dismantle it again, and at this point, 
the Vietnamese do not seem to have been able to restrain themselves, at least if the 
French account is to be believed. Sizaire says they opened fire from positions both 
behind and in front of the barrier. In the Vietnamese version, they just issued a warn- 
ing, and the French opened fire. A report from Hanoi to Saigon says that after the 
Vietnamese opened fire, two French soldiers were killed by landmines. Then the 
French authorities reacted rapidly.!! 

After a few hours fighting, the liaison officers intervened, and a cease-fire agree- 
ment was concluded. After the cease-fire, French troops occupied the railroad sta- 
tion and the post office, arguing that someone had been shooting from these build- 
ings in violation of the agreement. Sizaire names nine dead and nine wounded on 
the French side and estimates the enemy’s losses at fifty. The French immediately 
dubbed the incident a “premeditated ambush,’ while Giap affirmed that the well-in- 
tentioned Vietnamese forces had been the victims of a “long-premeditated” plan.!!6 

During the night to November 22, the Vietnamese built several barricades, but 
not much fighting ensued, and in the evening the chairman of the Administrative 
Committee and Sizaire held a meeting. Sizaire demanded the removal of the bar- 
ricades, but he would not accept a Vietnamese counterdemand that the French 
troops evacuate the buildings they had occupied on November 21, so no agreement 
was reached.!!” Sizaire was not as eager to fight as Dèbes, and he does not seem to 
have either sought or got any direct orders to do so from Saigon. He had informed 
Hanoi of the situation and was waiting for Morlières instructions. In the Langson 
affair, Morlière was actually the real decision-maker. At noon on November 21, 
Sizaire learned from Vietnamese radio about the Haiphong incident and immedi- 
ately asked Morliére if he thought there was a relationship between the Haiphong 
and Langson events. Morlière replied, at 1735 hours, that it was difficult to say, but 
recommended that Sizaire “refrain from any measure that could aggravate, widen 
or prolong the incident.” Morliére thus followed his normal inclination, but on the 
morning of November 23, in light of the draconian orders he had received from 
Valluy concerning Haiphong, he changed tack and told Sizaire not to hesitate if he 
found it advisable to attack the Langson Citadel.''® Morliére and Sizaire may not 
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have been aware that Valluy had been planning to pull out of exposed Langson, while 
putting great emphasis on controlling Haiphong. 

Later in the day, while Dèbes bombed Haiphong, Sizaire met his Vietnamese 
counterpart once more, and demanded the release of two French soldiers and ten 
Chinese civilians who had been arrested by the Vietnamese forces. The Vietnamese 
released the two Frenchmen, but not the Chinese. November 24 was calm, while 
Sizaire made up his mind to take full control of the city the following day if his de- 
mands were not fully accepted. In the morning of November 25, the Vietnamese 
refused once again to release the ten Chinese prisoners. Hence Sizaire launched a 
full-scale attack in accordance with a modified version of a contingency plan from 
July. After the defenders had been machine-gunned from an airplane and a how- 
itzer had made a breach in the wall, the French forces overran the Citadel in less 
than three hours. Before dusk the center of the town was also in French hands. The 
outskirts were kept under artillery fire, and while the French only counted three 
dead and seventeen injured, Sizaire estimated Vietnamese losses to be heavy. Sizaire 
concluded his November 30 report by saying that the rapid Vietnamese defeat and 
the spontaneous joy of the “partisans” showed how frail and artificial the Vietnamese 
fabric was, constructed with the help of propaganda and menaces in a country where 
the Viet Minh had never really established its authority. A skeptical staff member 
in Pignon’s office scribbled in the margin of Sizaire’s optimistic finale: “Conclusion 
valid for the region from Langson to Moncay, but not for Cao Bang?! 

This reveals what would soon become a serious problem: what should one do 
with the occupied areas? Would it be wise to exploit the anti- Vietnamese sentiments 
of ethnic minorities and establish a durable political fabric in regions where these 
formed a majority, or would this entail protective obligations that would later be 
hard to live up to? The French do not seem to have had any plan for how to resolve 
this. Soon after the conquest of Langson, Giap asked Morliére what the French in- 
tended to do with the occupied areas. Morliére had no answer. He cabled Saigon 
for instructions, but said it would be impossible to let the Vietnamese Adminis- 
trative Committee return to Langson, since that would damage French “prestige 
with the natives” and expose them to reprisals from the Viet. Morlière proposed to 
grant the Hanoi government formal “suzerainty,’ but let the minority people main- 
tain their own local administrations. The French garrison could supervise the area 
militarily in cooperation with a “provincial militia” 2° Perhaps inspired by the suc- 
cessful capture of Haiphong, Valluy now abandoned his more cautious strategy of 
just a few weeks earlier. He instructed Morliére to demand control, not just of Lang- 
son itself, but of the whole border area eastward to the Gulf of Tonkin (except, for 
the time being, of the city of Mong Cai). The rationale behind this order was to open 
an alternative way to provision the Langson Citadel, so that the French would not 
have to secure the exposed road from Hanoi to Langson. The security of a road along 
the border would depend, not only on the attitude of the local minority peoples, 
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but also on the existence of a friendly government in China, a condition that would 
hold for only three years. Valluy promised that instructions regarding political and 
administrative measures would be forthcoming. This, of course, was up to Pignon. 
Sizaire received the formal order to occupy the whole region between Langson and 
the sea on November 30.12! 

Pignon followed up by drawing up an ambitious plan for an autonomous Tho 
and Nung region along the Chinese border under French “high protection.” Loc 
Binh, Dinh Lap, and Mong Cai should all be occupied. The Vietnamese govern- 
ment could be invited to participate in a mixed commission, which from time to 
time would carry out inspections. Pignon ended his proposal by warning against 
trying to implement it if the French government was not “firmly determined to stay 
in Tonkin.” To start executing the plan only to give it up again later would “finally 
convince the population of our impotence and irresolution?!?? Pignon’s proposal 
would receive warm support from Sainteny, who claimed that the occupation of 
the “mountainous arch” around the delta, where most of the population were non- 
Annamites was an “absolute necessity”: “Often paralyzed by an inferiority complex 
in relation to the men from the delta, they need to feel solidly supported before find- 
ing the necessary audacity to make them into effective auxiliaries of the French 
cause.”!? Neither Sainteny nor Pignon reflected that a policy based on wooing eth- 
nic minorities might damage the relationship between the minorities and the ma- 
jority population, and also thrust a wedge between the majority population and the 
colonial power. They also did not take into consideration the considerable military 
resources that such a strategy demanded. France did establish a solid military pres- 
ence in the border region with China, but in October 1950 a French column try- 
ing to retreat from Cao Bang to Langson was ambushed, the worst French defeat 
until Dien Bien Phu in 1954. The French suffered over 4,800 dead and missing, and 
subsequently evacuated Langson without a fight, after which they were squeezed 
out of the whole border region with China.!? 

Were the French attacks in Haiphong and Langson in 1946 coordinated, or was 
it a coincidence that they happened at the same time? The answer is a double “no? 
For strategic reasons, Valluy had wanted to take full control of Haiphong, not Lang- 
son. He did not premeditate and coordinate the two attacks. But it was no coinci- 
dence that the one followed the other. Only twenty-four hours passed from the in- 
cident in Haiphong on November 20 to the opening of hostilities in Langson on 
November 21. Giap remarked to Morliére that this new incident came at a time when 
the Haiphong affair had not yet been sorted out: “This simultaneousness becomes 
even more troublesome when one considers that in both cases the French troops 
have aimed with the same careful preparation and the same determination at our 
public buildings and our military positions”? Giap feared that the two incidents 
were parts of a premeditated French offensive. He was right to suspect that the 
French operations were based on previously laid out plans, but there is no indica- 


MASSACRE 133 


tion that the simultaneity had been planned. It was rather that Morlière and Sizaire 
were motivated by Valluy’s orders to Dèbes. 

U.S. Vice-Consul James O’Sullivan commented on the simultaneity from his po- 
sition of neutrality. He accepted the French claim that the Vietnamese had opened 
fire in both Haiphong and Langson, and speculated that the incidents had been 
meant as warnings that the French could not “proceed unilaterally as they wish? 
However, these “warnings” appeared to have had the opposite effect on the French, 
“who seem now even more belligerent and confident of their power to impose what- 
ever they wish upon the Vietnamese.”!”¢ A report written by Colonel Lami, with a 
view to publication, saw the simultaneousness as proving that both incidents fol- 
lowed instructions from Hanoi. The French informed the public that they had dis- 
covered such instructions both in Haiphong and Langson.!?7 This may well be un- 
true. There are many translated Vietnamese documents in the French archives, but 
none has been found so far that proves any Vietnamese premeditation. As shown 
above, some of the captured documents tend to show the opposite: Hanoi was ea- 
ger to prevent its local commanders and troops from letting themselves be provoked. 

If the timing of the initial incidents was coincidental, their escalations were 
closely connected. When Sizaire launched his attack on November 25, he knew that 
the conquest of Haiphong had begun two days earlier. Both the strategic conquest 
of Haiphong and the less than strategic capture of Langson thus followed from Val- 
luy’s order. 


CASUALTIES 


On November 26, all French Army and naval units in Haiphong received the fol- 
lowing order: “The units will make known as soon as they discover it, the number 
of Chinese and Vietnamese corpses in their sector. Indicate the position with 
precision. The local command will do what is necessary to remove the bodies” 128 
Colonel Dèbess strategy consisted in smashing the Vietnamese quarter of Hai- 
phong with heavy artillery in order not to sacrifice French lives in its conquest.!? 
The Chinese quarter was spared this fate and attacked only with light artillery and 
troops. It was in this sector that the French suffered most of their modest losses, 
but the houses were spared, and most of the Chinese civilians survived. Many Viet- 
namese civilians had evacuated Haiphong before the bombardment, but a consid- 
erable number remained.° Ho Chi Minh also complained that fleeing civilians had 
been attacked by airplanes. French telegrams confirm that the roads leading out of 
Haiphong were strafed: “The firing lasted from 1000 to 1700 hours with artillery 
bombardment of prepared points zones F.M.E.s. Effect considerable. All defined tar- 
gets were hit and even more despite particular configuration difficulties for the in- 
digenous houses. Spitfires intervened against concentrations outside of the city? 3! 


Throughout the wars in Indochina, the Vietnamese strategy combined the use 
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of regular units in uniform and guerrilla forces disguised as civilians, but regular 
maneuver warfare was always considered a higher form of struggle. The role of the 
guerrillas was to prepare for the introduction of regular units in areas under strong 
enemy control. The struggle for Nam Bo in 1946 was typical guerrilla warfare, and 
guerrilla tactics also dominated the first phase of the Indochina War, 1947-49. By 
concealing themselves as civilians, the guerrillas were to some extent protected, and 
when the adversary reacted to their attacks by killing civilians, this increased the 
hatred for the enemy among the population, thus facilitating recruitment and pro- 
visioning of new guerrillas. Sometimes regular forces would also mix with civilians 
for protection. In the Haiphong affair, the tactic of mixing soldiers and civilians did 
not pay off, since Dèbes did not have much inhibition against killing civilians. 

Many of the civilians who managed to escape Haiphong took refuge in the nearby 
town of Kien An, which had already attracted French attention before the battle of 
Haiphong, because Chinese merchants had responded to import-export controls 
by redirecting their junks there. It also seems that the Vietnamese Army had es- 
tablished its local headquarters in Kien An.!32 General Valluy first instructed Mor- 
liére to occupy Kien An, but had second thoughts and withdrew the order. Mor- 
lière agreed that it would be unwise to attack Kien An, but by the time they learned 
of Morliére’s and Valluy’s scruples, Colonel Dèbes and his naval colleague Barrière 
had already bombed the village, which was full of refugees.!33 News that Kien An 
had been bombed was published in the Vietnamese press as early as November 24. 
Morliére denied it officially, but then got the chilling news from Saigon quoted as 
the epigraph to this chapter: the bombardment of Kien An and another “designated 
village” by the guns of the warship Savorgna de Brazza had been “perfectly exe- 
cuted.”!*4 A report from the Sûreté in Haiphong, written on November 29, says that 
the number of corpses found in the ruins of the Vietnamese quarters in Haiphong 
was not very high. Most civilians and also the Vietnamese Army had evacuated the 
town before its destruction. On the other hand, the Sûreté had received reports that 
the bombardment of Kien An and its surroundings, as well as the “strafing of the 
roads around the town,’ had resulted in many victims. Vice-Consul O’Sullivan re- 
marked that “the immediate use of artillery fire on Kien An as well as strafing by 
planes in the vicinity of Haiphong also tends to support the theory that this was a 
terrorist measure? 135 

One might expect that Saigon would try to minimize the damage in reports to 
Paris, but such “minimization” had become so customary that Saigon now felt a 
need to do the opposite. It warned Paris against any understatements, since it had 
been impossible to hide the destruction to the foreign consuls. In order to prevent 
a poorly informed public from being confronted abruptly and without preparation 
with tendentious assertions blaming the French troops for the destruction, it was 
better to say outright that the battle had been very destructive and let the enemy 
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take the blame. Better tell the public that the damage had been done by the Viet- 
namese, who set fire to their houses before evacuating. Artillery had only been used 
as the last resort, and not for any punitive purpose.!?6 

Before the battle, there were about 100,000 inhabitants in Haiphong.!* In the 
beginning of December, roughly half of them remained. $8 How many of the lack- 
ing 50,000 had been killed? There are many estimates, of which Valluy’s is the low- 
est: 300. He must have forgotten the advice to avoid minimization when publish- 
ing his self-defense in 1967, three years before he died.!3? Most of the literature cites 
the figure 6,000, but this seems to stem from just one single source: Admiral Bat- 
tet. He was not in Indochina in November 1946, but told Paul Mus in May 1947 
that “no more than 6,000 could have been killed, as far as the fire from the cruiser 
on the flocks of refugees was concerned 4 General Yves Gras remarked later that 
the figure 6,000 “is derived from imagination and not from observed reality; the 
firepower of the French forces was not sufficient to cause such a slaughter” #1 Gras 
seems to forget that naval guns were involved. The combined firepower of the Sa- 
vorgna de Brazza, Suffren, Chevreuil, and Dumont đUrville was impressive indeed.'” 
O’Sullivan reported to Washington that after a visit to Haiphong, the chief of French 
military intelligence had estimated the number of Vietnamese killed and wounded 
during November 20-27 as somewhere between 1,500 and 2,000. Pignon wrote 
toa friend in France that “the Vietnamese have suffered losses that are not yet known 
precisely, but must certainly be counted in thousands”!4 The special military in- 
telligence agency BFDOC said 10,000 had been killed and wounded in Haiphong 
and Langson, most of them civilians. The BFDOC proposed to use this figure in 
French propaganda to expose the Vietnamese government’ inability to protect its 
citizens, an idea no one seems to have followed up.'*° 

It is difficult to assess the value of all these estimates. Vietnamese propaganda 
would later claim that there had been 10,000—or even 20,000—casualties, but Ho 
Chi Minh spoke in a letter to Léon Blum and Vincent Auriol on December 19 of 
the “3,000 victims of Haiphong.” One might consider this a maximum, since Ho 
Chi Minh had no interest in understating the actual number. On the other hand, 
Vietnamese authorities had access to only limited parts of the battlefield after the 
event. The French would have had an opportunity to count the bodies in the area 
they had occupied, but the archives have not yet revealed any accurate count. The 
BEDOC 5 figure of 10,000 includes both killed and wounded, both in Langson and 
Haiphong, and does not say anything about the ratio between killed and wounded. 
On this basis, we are forced to conclude with the same vagueness as Pignon did at 
the time: the casualties must be counted in thousands, and most of them were civil- 
ians. It seems reasonable to call this a massacre, which from a cynical point of view 
may perhaps be seen as “brilliant? since it allowed the French to take control of the 
main gateway to Tonkin in just five days, with very few losses to themselves. 
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WHO WAS TO BLAME? 


The responsibility for the initial incidents in Haiphong and Langson is open to dis- 
cussion, and there is good reason to think that the lack of discipline of the Viet- 
namese militia forces and the lower levels of the Vietnamese army played a signifi- 
cant role, but the blame for the calculated escalation in both Haiphong and Langson 
must be put squarely on the French. There is little reason to think that the Vietnamese 
leaders wanted a military confrontation at this stage. They needed to gain time while 
waiting for a new French government to be formed—and then dismiss đArgenlieu. 
I shall therefore concentrate on discussing the lines of responsibility on the French 
side. There were four levels in the French decision-making system: 


Haiphong: Dèbes/Barrière; Langson: Sizaire 

Hanoi: Morliere/Lami 

Saigon: Valluy/Pignon/Gonon/Admiral Auboyneau 

Paris: Bidault/Moutet/Army Minister Michelet/Chief of Staff Juin/d’Argenlieu 
(visiting) 


Dèbes and Valluy wanted the battle. Morliére did not and thought he was acting in 
consonance with the policy of his government. Morlière was not in direct contact 
with Paris, while Valluy constantly informed the French government and soon re- 
ceived reassuring replies—from đArgenlieu. 

If there had not been a conflict between Morliére and Valluy, if Morliére had not 
intervened against Debes’s intention to use artillery, then Valluy might have hid- 
den his heavy hand. He could then have relied on his local commanders’ ability to 
act in the spirit of “the slow method” prescribed in earlier instructions. Things would 
have gone his way without any explicit orders, and the general public as well as the 
historian might have been forced to regard Debes and Morliére as the culprits. Mor- 
lière prevented this with his “extreme mood of conciliation.” Valluy felt he had to 
interfere with his instructions of November 21 and November 22. Thus he con- 
demned himself to live with the guilt. Debes also contributed to casting the blame 
on Valluy. “This magnificent soldier” made three mistakes, Valluy said later. The 
first was to transform the instructions he had got into an explicit ultimatum, a pro- 
cedure with a “bad reputation” The second was that he did this in Valluy’s name, 
thus implicating the highest French authority in Indochina. And the third was to 
give the Vietnamese only three hours to consider the demands.'*” 

Valluy wrote this in 1967, just as another culprit, Robert McNamara, was hav- 
ing qualms and warning Lyndon B. Johnson against moving further into the Viet- 
nam morass. It is possible that Débes’s first and third mistakes were critical 
afterthoughts, but Valluy must have resented the second “mistake” deeply and im- 
mediately. By referring directly to Valluy’s secret instructions in his ultimatum, 
Dèbes—no doubt deliberately—broke with the normal expectation of superiors op- 
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erating on ethical borderlines that their wish be carried out without they themselves 
being implicated. This was the spirit of “the slow method.” Conflicts should develop 
locally and be used to improve the French position without engaging the respon- 
sibility of the highest French authority. 

Débes’s errors were, of course, small in comparison with Morliére’s. Soon after 
his arrival in Hanoi, Morliére had discovered that Débes’s hotheadedness had played 
a decisive role in the August customs incident. In a report he wrote on January 10, 
1947, he revealed something about both himself and Dèbes in remarking: “The least 
that can be said is that Dèbes does not like the Annamites.” Morlière had wondered 
whether he should find someone to replace Dèbes, but refrained from doing so be- 
cause Valluy might not allow it, and also because Debes’s tour of duty would in any 
case end in late November. The battle for Haiphong delayed Débes’s repatriation. 
In fact, he never got home alive. In February 1947, Morliére was sent packing in- 
stead, and Débes was promoted to take over the command in Hanoi.! Just two 
months later, Dèbes was killed in an air crash. 

Although Valluy loyally implemented d’Argenlieu’s instructions, the general can- 
not have been happy to have to bear all the responsibility during the crisis, while 
the admiral was lobbying in Paris. Before the Haiphong events, Valluy complained 
to Salan that he was not being sufficiently informed of the atmosphere in Paris, at 
a time when there was a need to generate a “psychological shock” and take “revo- 
lutionary measures” Valluy would have preferred to see đArgenlieu, or his re- 
placement, come and assume responsibility, he said, rather than leaving everything 
to him. But he had instructions, which he was prepared to apply to the letter. !# 

Concern about domestic political developments is, of course, a kind of motive 
that colonial decision-makers seldom put on paper, at least not the sort of paper 
that is later to be found in public archives. Such motives are therefore difficult to 
handle for historians relying entirely on written sources. Even without hard proof, 
it seems reasonable to assume that the domestic political situation had a crucial im- 
pact on French decision-making in Saigon. The news that the French communists 
and socialists had triumphed at the polls arrived just after the death of Dr. Thinh. 
This raised the prospect that a new French government might approach Ho Chi 
Minh directly and perhaps dismiss d’Argenlieu. Earlier frustrations had taught Val- 
luy and his advisors that it was difficult to obtain clear-cut instructions from coali- 
tion governments, especially when they were outgoing or had just been formed. 
The decision-makers in Saigon may therefore have developed a conviction that they 
could and should act on their own, in the larger interest of the nation—and because 
de Gaulle would want them to. The November 20 incident provided an opportu- 
nity for action earlier than anyone had expected, but Valluy took a chance, solidly 
based on the instructions đArgenlieu had given him on November 12. Valluy sent 
his fatal orders with full certainty that dArgenlieu would support him, but he must 
also have known that he was creating a fait accompli for the French government. 
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Valluy introduced a series of self-critical articles in 1967 by acknowledging that 
in hindsight, he should have acted differently: 


Ihave never hidden my responsibility in what is called the Haiphong affair of November 
1946, which is linked to personal matters. But the decisions, which today, with the 
knowledge of what has happened since, I consider as mistakes due to a certain im- 
pressionability—these decisions, I would say, appeared at the time and place to my civil- 
ian and military surroundings, to the great majority of Frenchmen in Indochina, and 
even to many Vietnamese, and also in Paris to Admiral đArgenlieu, to the politicians 
and the ministers, as salutary measures imposed by the Ho Chi Minh team’s policy.'*° 


Now, what about the fourth and supreme level of decision-making? Paris did not in- 
tervene or issue any clear-cut instructions. This is not surprising. As a commander, 
Valluy had the authority to take decisions on his own in a moment of crisis. But Paris's 
inaction may be interpreted in several different ways. One possibility is that the gov- 
ernment disapproved of what Valluy was doing, but was unable or did not dare to 
make this clear. Alternatively, the government may have approved of Valluy’s actions, 
but preferred not to engage its own responsibility, in case something should go wrong. 
A third, more likely possibility, is that the key Paris decision-makers were uncertain 
and disagreed among themselves. It is quite difficult for the historian to resolve the 
question of whether Valluy and đArgenlieu acted with some kind of tacit support 
from key members of the government, notably prime minister Bidault, or on their 
own, creating a fait accompli that neither Bidault nor anyone else in the government 
would have wanted. To weigh these two interpretations up against each other we 
must have a closer look at French party politics. 


FRENCH POLITICS IN 1946 


French politics in 1946 was dominated by one retired general and three political 
parties. General de Gaulle influenced the policy that led to war in Indochina in three 
ways. First, through the decision-making system he had created before resigning 
on January 20; the Cominindo system weakened the minister for Overseas France 
and gave the high commissioner great leverage. Second, through de Gaulles in- 
fluence on the officers who had served under his orders and continued to hold the 
top jobs in Indochina: Leclerc, đArgenlieu, Valluy. When conflict arose between 
Leclerc and d’Argenlieu, for example, Leclerc asked de Gaulle for advice, rather than 
any responsible minister. It is not impossible that Leclerc’s warnings against mak- 
ing concessions at the Fontainebleau conference can be traced to advice from de 
Gaulle. Third, de Gaulle continued to wield influence through the fear felt by lead- 
ing party politicians that a failure to realize French interests in Indochina would be 
exploited by de Gaulle’s followers to enable him to stage a comeback. The minister 
of armies in 1946, Edmond Michelet, would claim later that de Gaulle had urged 
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Bidault to make no concessions to Ho Chi Minh.!°! In his campaign against the 
constitution that was adopted in the French referendum of October 13, de Gaulle 
argued that the paragraphs on the French Union were too liberal. At a press con- 
ference in August, he stated that if France were deprived of its overseas territories, 
it risked no longer being a great power. These territories would then be left to be 
dominated by others.!°? 

Under Bidault’s leadership, the Christian Democratic party (Mouvement répub- 
licain populaire, or MRP) got 26 percent of the votes and 164 deputies in the Na- 
tional Assembly in the elections held on November 10, 1946, a setback in relation 
to the previous election in June. Bidault would probably have advocated a firm In- 
dochina policy even without the pressure from de Gaulle, but the widespread re- 
spect and admiration for de Gaulle within the MRP may have contributed to unit- 
ing the party behind Bidaults intransigence.'** The MRP grew out of the French 
Resistance movement and was launched as a party in 1944, in a fiercely patriotic 
mood. It dominated the French government in 1946 and bears most of the re- 
sponsibility for the policy that led to war. Only a handful of MRP politicians took 
an active interest in the Indochina question, but they did not waver in their deter- 
mination not to yield to any demands for independence. In 1946, Bidault was sup- 
ported without qualifications by the party’s chairman, Maurice Schumann, who ex- 
pressed his views in the party paper LAube.!*4 

The French Socialist Party, or SFIO (Section française de l’Internationale ou- 
vrière), got 18 percent and 105 deputies in the November 10 elections. It was more 
divided than the MRP. Internal party debates fall beyond the scope of this study, 
but it is not hard to discern the difference between the policy of Minister for Over- 
seas France Moutet and the line of action advocated in most of the party press. While 
Moutet supported Cochinchinese autonomy, the socialist newspapers constantly 
attacked the provisional Cochinchinese government and emphasized French ob- 
ligations toward Vietnam as defined in the March 6 agreement. At the SFIO’s Thirty- 
ninth Congress in August-September 1946, a left-wing faction led by Guy Mollet 
and Jean Rous gained support from the majority of the delegates, and Guy Mollet 
was elected as new secretary-general. Franc-Tireur, mouthpiece of the Rous group, 
campaigned in November-December for d’Argenlieu’s dismissal, and warned al- 
most daily against the danger of a protracted war. Young left-wing socialists were 
far more outspoken on Indochina than the communists, and were influential in 
the party organization. Yet the “responsible veterans’ controlled the party’s policy 
in government. 

The French Communist Party (PCF) became the largest of all the parties on No- 
vember 10, with 28 percent and 170 deputies. It was the only important political 
force that really set its sights on cooperation with Ho Chi Minh and his govern- 
ment. From the outset the Communist Party was critical of the policy for Cochinchi- 
nese autonomy and supported Vietnamese claims for uniting the whole national 
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territory (the three ky).'°° This surely reflected the general attitude of the commu- 
nist leaders, but they showed no eagerness to make their view known or to per- 
suade others. In fact, the Indochina policy of the French Communist Party in 1946 
can be summed up in two words: Keep quiet! The party’s interest in remaining a 
part of the French government took precedence over the urge to support its Viet- 
namese comrades. In the immediate postwar period, the PCF did its utmost to pose 
as a moderate and patriotic French force. This policy culminated in November 1946, 
when the party hoped to capitalize on its electoral victory and see its leader Mau- 
rice Thorez as prime minister (président du Conseil). Neither the Soviet Union nor 
the French communists showed much enthusiasm for the Vietnamese Revolution 
of August 1945. When Ho Chi Minh proclaimed the DRV on September 2, 1945, 
almost the entire French press commented negatively. The communist mouthpiece 
L'Humanité made no comment at all; it did not mention the Vietnamese Revolu- 
tion until thirteen days later, and then it just quoted a brief news bulletin from 
Agence France-Presse (AFP). The communists reacted favorably to the March 6 
agreement, and some less influential party elders and independent fellow travelers 
took friendly care of Ho Chi Minh while he was in France. The PCF refrained, how- 
ever, from using Charles Tillon’s seat on the Cominindo or its representation in the 
French delegation to Fontainebleau (Henri Lozeray) to exert pressure for making 
concessions. When Franco- Vietnamese relations worsened in November, the com- 
munist press either withheld comment or tried to blame the incidents on some third 
force like the Chinese or the Americans.!”7 In accordance with Moscow’s Eurocentric 
policy at the time, the PCF preferred to sacrifice the communists in Vietnam rather 
than risk its own domestic popularity. 

The two remaining political groups, the various Conservative elements and 
the Radicals (each obtaining some 11-12 percent of the vote and 40 deputies in the 
November 1946 elections) were both avidly colonialist and anti-Viet Minh. The 
analysis below of the news coverage and editorials on Indochina by six important 
Paris newspapers is intended as an illustration of the kind of information offered 
to the French public. From our perspective, the reactions to the bombardment of 
Haiphong and the events leading up to December 19 are of particular interest. 

There were no independent newspaper correspondents in Indochina at the time. 
For news from Saigon, journalists relied mainly on AFP (Saulnier), which was strictly 
controlled by the authorities, and for news from Hanoi, on Associated Press (AP) 
(Moutschen).Š D'Argenlieu had an ingrained contempt for the free press and sought 
to avoid giving visas to critical journalists.!°2 He established such close cooperation 
with AFP that the press agency could be considered a branch of the administra- 
tion. During the first three weeks of November, the six Paris dailies wrote little about 
Indochina. The effective implementation of the cease-fire and Dr. Thinh’s suicide 
were reported, but no attempt was made to appraise the degree to which the 
modus vivendi agreement was being implemented. The suicide aroused criticism 


MASSACRE 141 


in the press. The Socialist Party paper Le Populaire predicted that the Cochinchi- 
nese government would disappear. Jacques Guérif in Le Monde, who felt sure that 
the Cochinchinese wanted autonomy, regretted that the provisional government had 
not been more democratic.'®° When news of the November 20 incident in Haiphong 
arrived, the conservative Le Figaro, Catholic LAube, and liberal Le Monde all im- 
mediately blamed it on the Vietnamese,'®! although Le Monde also dutifully printed 
the Vietnamese version.!™ The headlines in the left-wing newspapers were neutral. 
Le Populaire and the free-wheeling socialist paper Franc-Tireur emphasized that the 
incident had originated in a conflict over customs, while the communist L'Humanité, 
in a small note on page 3, hinted that the incident might have been due to a “provo- 
cation from anti- Vietnamese Chinese elements?! On November 23, AFP reported 
that Dèbes had presented the Vietnamese with an ultimatum, and this had led toa 
Vietnamese attack. This piece of information was faithfully reproduced by Le 
Monde and LAube. The latter even stated in its headline that the French had been 
attacked once again. Le Figaro offered a respectably factual summary of the French 
and Vietnamese versions. Le Populaire and Franc-Tireur expressed their disbelief 
in the official version, but could not offer any alternative explanation. Le Populaire 
hoped the government knew what had really happened, and Franc-Tireur called for 
d'Argenlieu’s dismissal. It refuted the thesis ofa “Vietnamese provocation” and asked 
whether “certain old-fashioned colonialists were trying to save an absurd policy 
through military provocations?1$4 The November 26 front page of L'Humanité, pub- 
lished three days after French forces had committed a massacre in defiance of agree- 
ments signed with a government led by a communist who had taken part in the 
foundation of the French Communist Party, concentrated on the demand that Mau- 
rice Thorez should lead the new French government. Page 3, however, found room 
for news from Vietnam. Some undefined “provocative elements” were blamed for 
causing incidents. The article pleaded for confidence in Ho Chi Minh and demanded 
a termination of “equivocal methods, which always leave room for provocations.” 
On the following day, the fact that the incident had started with an inspection of a 
Chinese junk was used to prove that “certain private interests, foreign to the inter- 
ests of French and Vietnamese nationals, are calling the tune.”!® When the French 
occupation of Haiphong had been accomplished, a headline in L'Humanité pro- 
claimed: “calm returns to vietnam.”166 

The use of artillery and the strafing of fleeing civilians from airplanes were only 
mentioned by the French press in the form of official denials, but Le Populaire quite 
correctly remarked that one of the denials in fact confirmed Vietnamese allegations 
that artillery had been employed.!®” Much was said about the number of French 
soldiers killed. In order to refute exaggerated reports in the sensational Chinese 
press, it was also reported that only fifty Chinese nationals had been killed. No one 
at the time tried to estimate the number of Vietnamese killed, and the battle or mas- 
sacre in Haiphong was generally referred to as an “incident.” On November 28, Le 
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Mondes Rémy Roure affirmed that from the French side, “not a single shot had been 
fired, except in defense.” 

So much for public opinion. Its ignorance and strongly nationalist sentiments 
should be kept in mind as we now proceed to the deliberations of the top-level 
decision-makers. 


BIDAULT’S CABINET 


Bidault’s cabinet was a coalition of the three largest parties, but also included a Rad- 
ical, Alexandre Varenne, who was a former governor-general of Indochina. The cab- 
inet and Interministerial Committee for Indochina (Cominindo) were dominated 
by MRP ministers. Three of the Cominindo members were MRP (Bidault, Schu- 
man, Michelet). The SFIO’s only representative was Moutet; the PCF’s only mem- 
ber Charles Tillon, a so-called aviation minister, loyally followed the party direc- 
tive to keep his mouth shut. Varenne also sat in on the committees meetings, and 
he spoke.!68 

A majority of these men probably hoped to avoid war in Indochina. They did 
not share d’Argenlieu’s desire to break with Ho Chi Minh and destroy his govern- 
ment. The news of the Haiphong and Langson incidents arrived at a time when Paris 
was absorbed by a cabinet crisis. Bidault would most likely have to resign as soon 
as the newly elected National Assembly convened. In this situation, the outgoing 
ministers were unable to reach any meaningful decision on what to do about Indo- 
china. DArgenlieu did not get the green light he was seeking for a forceful change of 
policy. Neither did he get any red light. Instead the government put up a series 
of yellow lights. In Saigon, Valluy was waiting for the governmental decision that 
đArgenlieu had gone to Paris to obtain. He got only a series of reassuring messages 
from đArgenlieu himself. 

DArgenlieu arrived in Paris on the afternoon of November 15. He first saw Sain- 
teny, whom he sent back to Indochina to resume his former function as commis- 
sioner in Hanoi. Then the admiral started lobbying. The Cominindo met on No- 
vember 23, while the artillery was pounding Haiphong, to hear đArgenlieu report 
on what had happened in the three preceding months. The committee wanted to 
hear out the high commissioner before giving the final touches to a set of new gov- 
ernment instructions for him—or a successor—to take back to Saigon. These in- 
structions were planned to be discussed and approved at an additional Cominindo 
meeting on November 29. 

D'Argenlieu’s report to the November 23 meeting started with the situation in 
Laos and Cambodia, which he declared to be satisfactory, although the local mon- 
archs still needed to be “sensibly advised and discreetly controlled.” Laotian and 
Cambodian politicians were observing French policies in Cochinchina and Tonkin, 
asking themselves whether France would show “strength and resolution or weak- 
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ness and hesitation faced with the imperialist pretensions and ambitions of the An- 
namites” DArgenlieu conceded that the French had failed in Cochinchina and that 
the suicide of Dr. Thinh was a “sign of this defeat.” This was essential, since “the 
Annamite problem was anchored in the Cochinchinese problem” D’Argenlieu 
blamed the Cochinchinese failure on the French government’ irresolution and the 
contrast between the “reserved silence” that Paris had maintained with regard to 
Cochinchina and the great interest shown in the Vietnamese Republic and the “per- 
son of Ho” Vietnam had exploited the general uncertainty as to what the French 
intentions were, and article 9 of the modus vivendi agreement (the cease-fire) had 
made this easier. In fact, article 9 represented a serious menace to the French “pat- 
rimony” D’Argenlieu therefore found it indispensable to suspend the application 
of the modus vivendi agreement. This measure would produce the “psychological 
shock” that was needed.1© 

Although đArgenlieu had instructed Valluy on November 12 not to exclude a 
direct confrontation with the “Hanoi government,’ he does not seem to have men- 
tioned the risk of a conflict in the north in his report to the Cominindo on No- 
vember 23. He spoke almost exclusively of Cochinchina. Yet all the participants in 
the meeting, with a possible exception of Tillon, must have known about the in- 
structions Valluy had sent Débes on November 21.!”° The meeting began at 3 p.m. 
Valluy’s second set of instructions to Dèbes and Morlière, prescribing teaching 
the Vietnamese a severe lesson, was dated by the Paris cipher office: November 23, 
1747 hours.!! It thus seems probable that at least some of the Cominindo mem- 
bers received this news during or just after the meeting. D'Argenlieu’s report was 
followed by a long discussion between Bidault, Moutet, and Michelet. According 
to the minutes, Tillon also said something.'”* Unfortunately, neither of the exist- 
ing summaries of the November 23 discussion quote what Michelet and Tillon said. 
Neither Bidault nor Moutet seems to have mentioned Haiphong. Both Bidault and 
Moutet expressed themselves in favor of authorizing Saigon to break the cease-fire 
that was prescribed in article 9 of the September 14 modus vivendi agreement. 
Bidault emphasized that Cochinchina was a French colony and would remain so 
until the French National Assembly had decided otherwise. French law was valid 
in Cochinchina, and “the government has the duty to make all French rights re- 
spected with all means, including force”13 

Moutet claimed that article 9 of the modus vivendi agreement had not given Viet- 
nam any authority in Cochinchina. The only matter pertaining to Cochinchina that 
could be discussed with the Hanoi government was the order for the termination 
of hostilities. Moutet affirmed that the French command had faithfully respected 
the cease-fire, but French soldiers were still being attacked, and attacks were also 
directed against Annamites whom the French command was obliged to protect. 
“As a consequence it [the command] must consider it as its duty to reestablish or- 
der and quell any agitation, if need be by force?!” Bidault’s and Moutet’s state- 
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ments seem to have applied only to Cochinchina, but when we consider that they 
must have been aware of the ongoing crisis in Haiphong, they must also have un- 
derstood that their statements could be interpreted as a green light for using force 
in the north as well. This was d’Argenlieu’s understanding when he approved of 
everything Valluy had done in a cable to Saigon on November 25: “I totally approve 
of the instructions that you have given General Morlière. They are in line with the 
mood of the government [dispositions gouvernementales] as this can be derived from 
the November 23 session of the committee? 175 

Bidault’s cabinet held its last meeting on November 27, and when the first Na- 
tional Assembly of the Fourth Republic met on the following day, Bidault announced 
his resignation. After the cabinet meeting on November 27, Moutet replicated Val- 
luy’s version of the Haiphong events in a statement to the press, adding that if the 
“policy of agreement” were sabotaged by the other party, the only option left to France 
was “firmness without any faltering:”!”° This statement was well received by the Saigon 
authorities, who asked for the full text, since it might be “useful on a later occasion.”!”” 

To what extent should Bidault’s government be blamed for the events in Indo- 
china? Did it know what Valluy and Dèbes had done? Did Saigon inform Paris 
properly? Until November 21, the high commissioner does not seem to have in- 
formed Paris of the import-export controls and their possible implications.!”8 But 
đArgenlieu had informed Bidault and General Juin about the draconian instruc- 
tions he had given Valluy on November 12. We do not unfortunately know to what 
extent they informed others, or what they said to đArgenlieu about it when he came 
to Paris. It is clear that Valluy was not fully comfortable with the situation đArgenlieu 
had placed him in, where he was implementing the admirals policy without know- 
ing for sure that the government was behind it. After dArgenlieu’s departure from 
Saigon, Valluy sent a series of telegrams to Paris with arguments in favor of a firm 
policy. He clearly did not wish to keep Paris out of the game and to become per- 
sonally responsible for a “fait accompli” 

The information sent to Paris during the fighting in Haiphong was biased and 
incomplete. The affair was constantly referred to as a premeditated Vietnamese 
provocation. Nothing was said about the number of victims, nor was Paris informed 
of Valluy’s dispute with Morliére. Valluy did, however, inform Paris without much 
delay of his November 21 and November 22 instructions, quoting even the crud- 
est words.!”? A protest from Ho Chi Minh to Bidault, asking him to order an im- 
mediate cease-fire, was also forwarded to Paris on November 27.180 

The first reactions from Paris must have pleased Valluy. Several telegrams as- 
sured him of full governmental support,!*! but they all came from đArgenlieu. A 
few days later, he received some critical questions and comments from the chiefs 
of staff. This made him fear that đArgenlieu did not after all have his back covered. 
As we shall soon see, this fear had a profound influence on the French behavior 
over the next few weeks, when Valluy was dithering. 
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It is difficult accurately to analyze the role and responsibility of Bidault and his 
government in the events that led to the massacre and occupation of Haiphong and 
Langson. The French actions were undertaken under the authority of instructions 
from the high commissioner, not from the prime minister or any other minister, 
but the fact that đArgenlieu informed Bidault and Juin of his November 12 in- 
structions to Valluy before they were implemented does engage the responsibility 
both of the premier and the chief of staff. Although Moutet’s authorization on No- 
vember 23 to break the cease-fire agreement that he himself had signed in mid- 
September may have applied only to the south, he must soon have learned what 
đArgenlieu and Valluy were doing, but did not try to stop them. It seems clear that 
at least some of the French ministers had sufficient knowledge to understand that 
their “New France” was on its way to an all-out confrontation with the Viet Minh. 

However, the occupation of Haiphong and Langson did not lead to an immedi- 
ate outbreak of war, as đArgenlieu and Valluy had probably expected. The Viet- 
namese Army continued to prepare itself for a protracted war of resistance, but did 
not retaliate. A one-month stalemate ensued, during which the French government 
again had a chance to intervene. Ho Chi Minh desperately wanted it to do so, in- 
deed, he begged for it, so that he could either gain more time or avoid war alto- 
gether. The French triumvirate in Saigon, however, had little time to lose. Valluy 
was ready to order the implementation of some of the core ingredients in the 
abortive Opération Bentré from February-March, starting with an offensive west 
from Haiphong to take control of the road to Hanoi. This would need to be done 
in combination with a “police action” to capture Ho Chi Minh and his government. 
But could the high commissioner take the responsibility for launching further of- 
fensive operations when the Vietnamese government was not reacting more force- 
fully? If not, then it might be preferable to find a way to induce the Viet Minh to 
provide a pretext. France was in need of a trap. 


The French Trap 


After November 23, Morlière expected the French seizure of Haiphong and Lang- 
son to lead immediately to a general conflagration, and he concentrated on prepar- 
ing his forces for responding to a Vietnamese counterattack. In Haiphong, French 
military intelligence laid their hands on a Vietnamese plan to attack the French gar- 
rison in Hanoi, and this reinforced the expectation that the Vietnamese would take 
the initiative. This would then trigger the “coups détat” that had been part of French 
planning since the cancellation of Opération Bentré after the March 6 accord. But 
the Vietnamese did not attack. Instead, they intensified their defensive preparations 
and put up barricades in the streets of Hanoi. The foreign consuls told Morliére that 
several members of the Vietnamese cabinet had expressed their desire to localize 
the conflict or even put an end to it.! Giap asked to see Morliére, and this prompted 
an exchange of letters. Morliére’s attempts to prevent the Haiphong massacre had 
not become public knowledge, but the letters he now sent to the Vietnamese gov- 
ernment, on instructions from Valluy, were publicized immediately. They led the 
Vietnamese to nickname Morliére “The general of ultimatums” and French leftists 
to accuse him of belonging to a “colonialist camarilla”? 

Morliére agreed to see Giap at 4 p.m. on November 26. He had decided to de- 
mand that the Vietnamese government accept French control of Haiphong. A Viet- 
namese civilian administration and militia could be reestablished there, but the reg- 
ular Vietnamese Army would have to stay in a demarcated zone outside. Morlière 
informed Valluy of his intention before presenting the demands to Giap, and this 
gave Valluy the chance to stop him. Two hours before the meeting, he instructed 
Morliére to postpone it.3 Did Valluy want to capitalize on the victory in Haiphong 
and provoke a clean break with Ho Chi Minh? Not necessarily. Valluy and his po- 
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FIGURE 6. Tu Ve (militia) barricade under construction in Mai Hac De Street, Hanoi, 
late 1946. 


litical schemer, Pignon, were both concerned that France should not appear as the 
aggressor. On November 23, during the battle for Haiphong, and on the same day 
the Cominindo met in Paris, they had refused to carry out an order from đArgen- 
lieu to reinstall the French commissioner in Tonkin (still Morliére, while Sainteny 
was away) in the former palace of the governor-general, explaining in a telegram: 
“Under the present circumstances, and after the very serious incidents in Haiphong 
and Langson, this occupation would be interpreted as a provocation indicating our 
wish for a rupture. In short, it is the whole policy of the French government that 
will be called into question by this issue, and we believe that it would be indispen- 
sable to consult it in advance?{ 

This telegram, which Valluy and Pignon sent jointly to đArgenlieu, provides a 
fascinating glimpse into the relationship that had developed between the French 
government and its representatives in Indochina. The interim high commissioner 
and his political advisor did not trust that the high commissioner, although he was 
in Paris with access to the ministers, could correctly interpret the government's pol- 
icy. They therefore defied his orders on a highly sensitive and symbolic issue. 

Three days later, when Valluy got to see the demands that Morlière intended to 
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present to Giap, he found them far too modest. He instructed Morliére, before meet- 
ing Giap, to continue the military operations and enlarge the French-controlled zone 
around Haiphong. Then he should present Giap with the following demands: the 
demarcation of a large zone around Haiphong, where no military or paramilitary 
Vietnamese units would have the right to stay; French control of all passage of mil- 
itary units and of river boats through the zone; and full freedom of movement for 
the French on the road from Haiphong to Do Son (a small coastal town south of 
Haiphong). In Langson, Morliére was to consolidate the recent gains while waiting 
for new orders.° 

Morliére did not immediately obey, and he warned Valluy that it would be im- 
possible for the Vietnamese to allow full French control of the important river traffic. 
Valluy, now somewhat more confident of the French governments support, since 
he had received word from đArgenlieu that the instructions he had sent Morlière 
in connection with the occupation of Haiphong were “in line with the governmental 
dispositions, explained to Morliére that French control of the river traffic would 
only affect military transports. He refused to modify in any way the demands he 
had prescribed. Morliére then obligingly conveyed the demands to Giap in a meet- 
ing on November 27. He told Giap that the demands had been “approved” by Saigon, 
but did not reveal that they had been dictated to him.5 

Giap proposed creating a mixed commission to discuss the question. Morliére 
replied that the conditions were the result of “very precise instructions” that could 
not be discussed. A mixed commission would therefore only be useful if its purpose 
were to determine how the measures demanded were to be executed. Giap retorted 
that the demands affected Vietnam’s national sovereignty and asked Morlière to re- 
consider them and inform Saigon of his suggestions. Morlière reiterated that the con- 
ditions were well known by the French High Command, and that Saigon had been 
constantly informed of Giap’s proposals.’ Giap then let the matter drop. When U.S. 
Vice-Consul O’Sullivan informed Washington ofMorlières conditions, he called them 
an “ultimatum without deadline” and said the French seemed determined to force 
Vietnamese collaboration on French terms “or to crush Government.”® 

When the “ultimatum without deadline” became known in France, the social- 
ist journal Le Populaire simply printed the news without comment. The MRP 
mouthpiece LAube focused on the Vietnamese delay in answering, and the con- 
servative Le Figaro cited an explanation from đArgenlieu. The communist L’Hu- 
manité thought the method of ultimatums was “no good” and that the “pseudo- 
policy of firmness” which had been applied earlier in Lebanon and Syria, was 
undermining French moral authority and “opened the door to others”? The leftist 
Franc-Tireur presented the ultimatum in blazing headlines, asked whether France 
was preparing for “reconquest;” and demanded that a parliamentary commission 
be dispatched to Indochina. 

Although the ruling triumvirate in Saigon may have wanted to crush the Viet- 
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namese government, the French did not do so in the first half of December, for 
three main reasons. First, Morliére and Valluy were concerned about the likely fate 
of French civilians in Hanoi and the security of the small French garrisons in Vinh, 
Hai Duong, Bac Ninh, and Phu Lang Thuong. Second, Valluy and Pignon contin- 
ued to worry that their actions might be disavowed by the French government. 
And third, some of the French decision-makers thought it might be possible to 
impose French terms on a moderate Vietnamese faction and detach it from the 
extremists. Most important was the uncertainty concerning the French govern- 
ment attitude. The reason why Valluy and Morlières ultimatum set no time limit 
was most likely that Valluy was waiting to see the results of the next Cominindo 
meeting on November 29, which was expected to adopt the long-awaited govern- 
ment instructions. 

Reporting the French ultimatum, O’Sullivan added that the Vietnamese course 
of action was “not yet determined? The evacuation of the great majority of the civil- 
ian Vietnamese population from Hanoi, which had started when Dèbes seized 
Haiphong, was continuing. The DRV government, at least in part, had also left the 
capital, and the population, particularly on the outskirts, was “almost in panic”19 
On November 30, Morliére also reported the continued exodus of civilians from 
Hanoi, but said he saw no signs of an imminent Vietnamese counterattack inside 
the city. In the face of the French refusal to discuss the harsh terms laid down by 
Valluy, and the French government's determination, the Vietnamese government 
still did not seem to be contemplating “aggressive action, but tries to drag things 
out” Morliére informed the high commissioner.!! Each side was waiting for the other 
to take the next step, and for Paris to clarify its position. 


A WHISTLE BLOWER 


We have seen how strangely out of touch the Cominindo was on the afternoon of 
November 23. It discussed the situation in Cochinchina and the need to renege on 
the cease-fire at length, at a time when French artillery had been pounding 
Haiphong for a full day. None of its members sounded the alert or asked what this 
was all about. If the minutes are to be trusted, neither Bidault nor Moutet mentioned 
Haiphong at all. But one of Cominindo’s deputy members blew the whistle after the 
meeting. He was neither a minister nor one of the colonial reformers in the Min- 
istry of Overseas France, but France’s deputy chief of staff, Admiral Pierre Barjot. 
And he soon got support from the prime minister’s military advisor. 

Valluy and Pignon had good reason to doubt d’Argenlieu’s ability to interpret 
the policy of the French government correctly, and Valluy knew that a full-scale 
confrontation with the Viet Minh would require French reinforcements and mean 
a substantial increase in French military expenses. The chiefs of staff were acutely 
aware that many French politicians were looking for ways to cut French military 
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spending. Demands for greater economy were a permanent source of friction be- 
tween Paris and Saigon. In their electoral campaigns, the communists and social- 
ists had made a point of promising reductions in military expenditures. Moutet had 
even tried to keep such electoral promises. In September, he sent an interministe- 
rial control commission, led by Inspector Georges Gayet, to Indochina to study sav- 
ing options. Gayet was not exactly a welcome visitor. He and Valluy flew at each 
others throats at once. They could not even agree how many troops there actually 
were in the Saigon area.!? D’Argenlieu did not wait to see Gayets conclusions be- 
fore cabling Paris, on October 4, that the modus vivendi agreement by no means 
reduced the need for troops: “I think that at present there can be no better use for 
the money and for French troops than the preservation of the territories of the 
Union.” Gayet predictably took the opposite view: massive cuts in the number of 
European troops would be possible if the modus vivendi agreement were faithfully 
applied. For one thing, he said, there were too many general officers in the colony. 
Gayet’s views drew violent reactions, not only in Saigon, but also from Frances chiefs 
of staff, the Etat-major général de la défense nationale (EMGDN). In a letter to 
Moutet, the EMGDN rejected all of Gayet’s conclusions and supported Saigon’s de- 
mand that 75,000 French troops remain in Indochina through the year 1947." Dur- 
ing the occupation of Haiphong, Valluy sent a request to Paris for reinforcements, 
saying: “The intentions of the Hanoi government and our new constraints in Cam- 
bodia make it impossible to affirm that our military superiority can be maintained 
with the same margin in the months to come”!6 

The chiefs of staff had backed dArgenlieu and Valluy against Gayet, and Moutet 
does not seem to have pursued his wish for troop reductions, but the EMGDN had 
to think seriously about the risks France would run in other parts of the Union if 
too many troops were committed to Indochina, and also the additional costs that 
a war in Indochina would entail. It was not Chief of Staff General Alphonse Juin 
himself who blew the whistle, but his deputy, Admiral Barjot. He had the backing 
of General Humbert, Prime Minister Bidault’s chief military advisor, who submit- 
ted a memorandum to Bidault on November 30 saying that it would be possible to 
send the reinforcements requested by Valluy if this were a temporary measure, but 
if it heralded a policy based on force, it was a step into the abyss, since this would 
go far beyond France’s capabilities.!7 

Juin had left on a visit to Brazil, and Barjot represented the EMGDN when the 
Cominindo met on November 29. Before the meeting, he asked Saigon for more 
information about the occupation of Haiphong. Valluy replied, one day after the 
meeting, saying that he had nothing to add to what he had already said.!# Barjot 
then decided to be more precise. He wanted a description of the import-export con- 
trols and the Vietnamese reactions to them, he wished to know the time and date 
of the Herckel-Nam agreement in relation to the time and date of Valluy’s order to 
occupy Haiphong, and how much damage had been done to the Chinese sector of 
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Haiphong. He furthermore demanded an evaluation of the overall military situa- 
tion in the north.” Barjots questionnaire arrived in Saigon along with a demand 
from Moutet for an explanation of the “Dercourt coup détat order” one of Dèbes’s 
closed-envelope orders, which had been captured by the Vietnamese during the 
fighting and published in the Vietnamese press.”° Valluy explained to Moutet that 
the unit commanded by Dercourt had a special mission, which was necessarily of 
a somewhat offensive nature even in a generally defensive context?! With fortu- 
nate consequences for the historian, Barjot’s questionnaire was forwarded to Hanoi, 
where Morliére used this opportunity to scrupulously assemble all the instructions 
he had received and sent during the battle in Haiphong, write up a report, attach 
all relevant documents, and send the whole package to Saigon. This is the Morlière 
report of December 4, 1946, frequently cited in the notes to this book.” 

The Morlière report did not please Valluy, who sourly told Morlière that Barjots 
questions had a “journalistic” purpose and by no means constituted a governmen- 
tal inquiry. Morlières report would be sent to đArgenlieu, who would take care of 
Barjot.” It has not been established whether or not đArgenlieu or Morlière showed 
Morliére’s report to anyone, but a copy was sent from the Cominindo to the French 
Foreign Ministry on January 3, 1947. Moutet was handed a copy by Morliére him- 
self in Saigon on January 6.”4 

Pignon had seen the Morliére report almost a month earlier, and it must have 
troubled his conscience. He was working on a long report of his own on Haiphong 
and Langson, with seventeen documents attached to it, but none of the incrimi- 
nating ones that Morliére included. How could Pignon send his own report to Paris 
without mentioning the facts recounted in Morlières? Could he risk being accused 
of withholding information from his government? A solution was found. He cited 
the numbers of all the telegrams quoted by Morlière, said they had been encrypted 
with an operational code, and that they were very secret and could not be circu- 
lated. Competent authorities could claim the decrypted texts from Valluy’s head- 
quarters.” Pignon’s report was sent to Paris on December 10, but not Morliére’s. 
No one is likely to have requested the decrypted texts. 

Eleven days earlier, without any support from Morlière, Barjot had written a long 
critical memorandum of his own, signed it on November 29, made sure Bidault got 
a copy, and probably brought it up in the Cominindo meeting. Barjot emphasized 
that the import-export controls had been established without any prior negotia- 
tions, and that Valluy’s instructions to Morlière had led to renewed hostilities in 
Haiphong at a time when the conflict had been settled locally through the Nam- 
Herckel agreement: 


The key to our security in Indochina is Cochinchina and not Tonkin. We cannot be 
everywhere at the same time and forcefully occupy all points. We must know how 
to choose. The choice is evident: the cornerstone of our presence in Indochina is 
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Cochinchina. This is where we must concentrate our forces. We have no interest in 
kindling military operations in the north that would lead us—and are already lead- 
ing us—to transfer ships, parachutists, [and] aircraft from south to north, and thus 
drain Cochinchina. . .. If we wanted to reduce all the territories of northern, south- 
ern, and central Indochina by force, we wouldn't be able to do it with 10,000 or 15,000 
additional troops. Wed need 250,000. 


To send substantial reinforcements to Indochina would, according to Barjot, be “one 
of the most serious strategic mistakes” imaginable, for there would be no reserves 
left in the event of hostilities breaking out in French Africa (as happened in Mada- 
gascar the following March). “The view of the chiefs of staff is definite,” Barjot con- 
cluded. “It is in Cochinchina that our military effort should continue to be made.””® 
Valluy must have recognized in Barjot’s recommendation the strategy that he him- 
self had laid down in August. 

General Leclerc read Barjot’s memo in Paris and supported it. On December 5, 
after having discussed Indochina with Bidault on December 3, he wrote a memo- 
randum in which he regretted that a method “essentially different” from his own 
had been employed in Indochina for the past few months: “They want to break the 
Vietnamese resistance by force, readopting methods that date from the conquest; 
moreover, they dont believe Ho Chi Minh and his team to be effective”? When 
Leclerc referred to methods “that date from the conquest; he doubtless meant the 
conquest of Tonkin in 1884-85, but he might just as well have been alluding to his 
own Opération Bentré, which had drained Cochinchina of troops in March, thus 
allowing the Viet Minh to regroup and reorganize its forces in the south so they 
could wage an effective guerilla struggle. 

On December 8, Barjot wrote an even more critical memo, asking if the import- 
export controls had been intended as a way to gain control of the Vietnamese cur- 
rency, and saying that “in any case, this measure had led inescapably to armed 
conflict” He accused Saigon of having delayed sending vital information to Paris, 
and criticized d’Argenlieu for his failure to carry out government instructions to 
obtain the withdrawal and disarming of Vietnamese troops in the south. Saigon had 
instead focused on Tonkin. Barjot castigated Saigon for having neglected Cochin- 
china. He feared that France would now have to struggle on several fronts instead 
of one. Barjot regarded Cochinchina as “strategic territory,’ the “keystone of the 
French presence in Indochina”?! He had hoped that the Vietnamese government 
could be persuaded to withdraw its troops from the south. D’Argenlieu had enough 
experience to know that this was impossible. He had seen how the French position 
in Cochinchina was being undermined politically. On November 23, the Co- 
minindo authorized him to break the cease-fire. Did this also give him a free hand 
in the north? D’Argenlieu thought it did; Barjot did not. 

Barjot was unable, however, to convince General Juin, when he returned from 
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Brazil. D'Argenlieu protested to Juin against the circulation of Barjots memos, claim- 
ing that they represented a “serious breach of the rules of military discipline.” Juin 
agreed that it was none of Barjots business to make such appraisals. He informed 
the Cominindo’s secretary-general, Pierre Messmer, that Barjot’s studies represented 
only the latter’s personal opinion. Messmer returned the copies he had got to Gen- 
eral Juin and assured him that he had not distributed them to any of the ministers.” 

When Barjot realized that he had been gagged, he made a desperate attempt to 
influence public opinion by secretly contacting the newspaper Franc-Tireur, which 
had vigorously demanded d’Argenlieu’s dismissal, and giving it copies of his mem- 
orandums. Hence, on December 20, Franc-Tireur was able to cite the instructions 
Valluy had sent to Colonel Dèbes on November 21-22. But it could not reveal its 
source.*” Ten years later, when he commanded the naval forces that occupied Suez 
together with the British after Nasser nationalized the canal, it was Barjots turn to 
lead France to a disaster. 


CARETAKERS 


When the Cominindo met on November 29, Bidault’s coalition government had just 
resigned. Nobody knew for sure whether the next premier would be Maurice 
Thorez, Georges Bidault (again), or perhaps a socialist. Moutet opened the debate, *! 
but no minutes of his statement have been found in the French archives. Alexandre 
Varenne, the second speaker, defended the import-export controls as necessary 
means to prevent the contraband trade in arms for the Vietnamese Army, which 
now numbered 75,000. In Varennes view, the government ought to do two things: 
issue a strong statement and make it clear that the policy of accord could only con- 
tinue if the other side stopped breaking the agreements.3? Bidault pointed to a fun- 
damental dilemma in French colonial policy. On the one hand, nothing should be 
done in Indochina that could be exploited by the sultan of Morocco or the bey of 
Tunis. On the other hand, a resort to force pure and simple might alienate both 
French and international public opinion. It was at any rate necessary to make it 
known that France would defend its presence in Indochina “with all means? 
Bidault’s rejection of “pure force” and his mention of international public opinion 
indicate that he did not fully support đArgenlieu. What was said in the rest of the 
meeting is not known; no public declaration followed,* and the instructions to d’Ar- 
genlieu, which should have been adopted at the meeting, were not ready. This could 
mean that some kind of disagreement absorbed the Cominindo’s time. Unfortunately 
for đArgenlieu and Valluy, no clear guidelines emerged. 

On December 3, the French National Assembly elected the socialist Vincent Au- 
riol as its speaker, and on the following day, the Assembly voted on the candida- 
ture of the communist leader Maurice Thorez to lead the new French government. 
Most of the socialists voted for him, but he did not obtain a majority. On Decem- 
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ber 5, the Assembly voted even more decisively against Georges Bidault. Knowing 
that he would definitely have to give up the prime ministership, Bidault now sought 
consensus among his ministers on the new instructions for the high commissioner, 
and had to decide whether or not đArgenlieu should keep his job. 

Since the leaders of the two largest parties had failed to gain support from a par- 
liamentary majority, the task of forming a new government had to be given to a so- 
cialist. On December 7, the SFIO’s National Council adopted a new governmental 
action program, whose section on the French Union represented a victory for 
Moutets procolonial approach. It criticized those who “pushed the indigenous pop- 
ulations toward totally autonomous regimes or independence in contradiction with 
their real interests” and emphasized that France would not just respect the agree- 
ments that had been reached with Vietnam, but also make these agreements re- 
spected by everyone. The high commissioner should put an end to the grievous in- 
cidents that stood in the way of reestablishing peace and order. As soon as calm 
had been restored, he should concentrate on settling the difficult problems of 
Cochinchina and the integration of the “various countries” into the Indochinese Fed- 
eration and the French Union.” This program offered Moutet a political basis for 
reaching an agreement with the two MRP ministers, Bidault and Michelet, on the 
new instructions for the high commissioner, and renewing đArgenlieus mandate. 

The admiral stayed in Paris during the whole cabinet crisis, except when visit- 
ing Charles de Gaulle in Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises. He had his own secretariat 
in Paris (AGINDO), paid out of the budget of the Indochinese Federation. D’Ar- 
genlieu was a controversial issue in French politics. For the MRP and the politi- 
cal right, he was a symbol of patriotism. If he were sacked, it would be a sign that 
France was abandoning its role as a great power. Moutet, for his part, was eager to 
replace đArgenlieu and take control more directly. In November, his ministry 
drafted a decree defining the qualifications of a new high commissioner, who would 
report directly to the Ministry of Overseas France at 27 rue Oudinot.’ Why didn't 
Moutet push harder? Why did he agree to keep đArgenlieu as high commissioner? 
Moutet would explain later at an internal Socialist Party meeting that Prime Min- 
ister Georges Bidault had also wanted to replace d’Argenlieu in November- 
December, but been prevented from doing so by other MRP leaders: “Bidault was 
afraid of a split in his party.” The answer to the question of why dArgenlieu was not 
sacked is no doubt to be found in the wheeling and dealing that preceded the for- 
mation of Frances new socialist government on December 16, 1946. The MRP’s votes 
were needed.** Moutet was the only member of the Cominindo who was likely to 
keep his portfolio under a socialist premier, so without his consent, the Cominindo 
could not have agreed on the confidential instructions that were handed over to đAr- 
genlieu on December 10, two days before the National Assembly was to vote on the 
socialist candidate for the premiership. It may seem surprising that a caretaker gov- 
ernment would issue such important instructions rather than leave this responsi- 
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bility to the next government. One reason was a sense of haste in view of the In- 
dochina crisis. Another may have been the expectation that the next government 
would probably be a one-party government, whereas the outgoing coalition had 
broader national legitimacy. And a third possible reason, linked to the second, was 
that the MRP may have made its voting for a socialist premier subject to dArgen- 
lieus retention as high commissioner, with a new mandate. 

The ministers in Bidault’s government had first agreed on a text defining the aims 
of the French presence in the Far East. This was drafted in Moutets ministry, prob- 
ably under the direction of Henri Laurentie, who had also been in charge when de 
Gaulle’s March 24, 1945, declaration was written. Moutet wanted to replace that dec- 
laration with a significant new document that would focus less on lofty promises 
and administrative structure and more on how to define core French interests, which 
are listed in the introduction to the December 10, 1946, instructions. A slightly re- 
vised version was given to dArgenlieu’s successor, Emile Bollaert, in March 1947, 
this time with the signature of the main ministers in Paul Ramadier’s coalition gov- 
ernment, Thorez included. The communist leader thus also signed on to Moutet’s 
definition of the French national interest. This was a key document in the history 
of French colonial thinking, defining the ideas that guided French colonial policy 
during the years between World War II and the Cold War. As emphasized in chap- 
ter 1 of this book, this was not a period characterized by colonial retreat, but one 
marked by attempted colonial reinvigoration and reform.*? 

The introduction defined three essential moral and material interests: the preser- 
vation and development of French cultural influence and economic interests; the pro- 
tection of ethnic minorities; and the security of strategic bases. It made explicit that 
recognition of these interests did not allow the high commissioner to “remove, in 
the political domain, the upholding ofa certain control of planning and of some well- 
defined territorial zones.’ This meant that France must, on the one hand, have a po- 
sition as a privileged advisor of the government in each of the Indochinese states, 
and, on the other hand, directly control certain zones around its strategic bases. The 
instructions considered it possible for a “nation like the United States” (the first draft 
said an “essentially capitalist nation like the United States”) to safeguard its invest- 
ments solely by resorting to conditional economic and financial aid. France, engaged 
in its own reconstruction, did not have the means to practice such “liberalism” and 
was also opposed to it in principle. Neither could France apply the policy of the So- 
viet Union in its “associated territories; whose geographic proximity provided the 
metropole with the option of rapid intervention. After making these comparisons, 
the authors emphasized that if the Indochinese states “could safeguard the normal 
movement of French economic and cultural activities, nothing would prevent . . . 
abandoning all guarantees.” The formulation here is probably deliberately equivo- 
cal. “Guarantees” should be understood to mean formal engagement to respect 
French sovereignty. If France had been in as strong a position as the United States 
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or the Soviet Union, it could have given up its sovereignty in confidence that the lo- 
cals would remain under strong French influence. But based on experience dating 
back more than a century, say the instructions, and reinforced by recent events, “such 
a conclusion remains premature.” To make the French Union into “a Commonwealth 
with purely symbolic allegiance” would rapidly sanction “the total abdication of 
France and the sacrifice of all its interests.” The same would be the case if France 
were to abandon its control of strategic zones. France should thus not, in the present 
situation, concede to the peoples of Indochina “an unconditional independence, 
which would in reality be nothing but a fiction seriously prejudicial to both parties.” 

As shown in Mark Lawrence study of French, British, and American Indochina 
policy from 1944 to 1950, the French government decision not to grant Vietnam 
independence was counterproductive. The intention was to preserve French pre- 
eminence in Indochina. The result was dependence on other Western powers. In 
1945, the French government had depended on the great powers, especially Great 
Britain, for help in transporting and equipping French troops to reoccupy south- 
ern Indochina. The French government had spent much time in this period justi- 
fying its policy in the eyes of its Western allies and had constantly worried that the 
Americans would undermine the French position. French dependence was reduced 
when the British left Indochina in January-March 1946. For three more months, 
there were huge numbers of Chinese troops in the north, some of whom needed 
US. assistance to be shipped to northern China. From June on, a more self-suffi- 
cient period followed for France, allowing the French government to presume that 
other powers would not interfere. This might have lasted if France had kept the peace 
with Vietnam and made the modus vivendi agreement work, but when full-scale 
war broke out, France again needed more troops, more ships, arms, and equipment, 
and again depended on support from powerful allies. The main risk was not there- 
fore that France might be supplanted by rivals, as the authors of the governmental 
instructions claimed, but that war would tie up French resources and make France 
depend on outside help. This did not happen immediately after December 19. Al- 
though the cost of the French expeditionary force increased by approximately 40 
percent in the first part of 1947, the total French cost of the war would thereafter 
remain at the same manageable level for three years, while the economy suffered 
enormously in the areas controlled by the Viet Minh. As of 1949-50, however, the 
cost increased to an extent that made France more and more dependent on outside 
help and shifted decision-making power from the ministries of Defense and Over- 
seas France to the Ministry of Finance. French Prime Minister Pierre Mendès- 
France, who ended the First Indochina War in 1954, would say: “Not all problems 
are financial, but they eventually turn out to be”9 

The December 10 instructions did not include any reference to “grandeur” or to 
a civilizing mission. They simply identified the three main French interests and con- 
cluded that they could not, at present, be realized if Vietnam became independent. 
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No differentiation was made between these interests, but it goes without saying that 
if the French presence were to be sustainable, the cultural and security aspects of 
it would have to be paid for by some kind of taxation, which in turn would depend 
on the colony’s income-generating capacity. There had always been some French- 
men who believed that Indochina could become profitable, and the French had 
striven continually for its economic development (mise-en-valeur). The French 
colons owned rice fields and rubber plantations, and French companies ran mines. 
The Banque de Indochine had a hand in most sectors of Indochina’s economy. The 
French returned in 1945 with great expectations of economic modernization. A plan 
for Indochina’s industrialization was drawn up by Paul Bernard, who had argued 
in favor of a great industrial effort in two books during the 1930s. The intended 
budget for the industrialization plan, which was never implemented, was on the 
same level as the total French war expenditures in Indochina during 1945-50.4! 
From late 1945 on, dArgenlieu’s various economic departments in Saigon took mea- 
sures to attract French investments and develop the export of rice and rubber, as 
well as industrial products. There can be no doubt that the desire for a return on 
private and public investments, and for preparing the ground for new investments, 
counted in the French determination to win back and reform the colony. Paradox- 
ically, instructions edited by the staff of the socialist Moutet, and signed by the com- 
munist leader Thorez, among others, easily lend themselves to arguments claiming 
that France engaged itself militarily in order to protect and develop its own mate- 
rial self-interest. If Gaullists or Christian Democrats had drafted the instructions, 
they would probably not have paid as much attention to commonplace material af- 
fairs. Bidault stated that his main reason for refusing to make concessions to Ho 
Chi Minh was the risk of contaminating French Africa. This reasoning resembles 
the “domino theory” that haunted U.S. Vietnam policy in the 1960s. 

Hence the fear of contamination, and the preservation of French cultural and 
economic interests were the main reasons for the inflexibility of the French gov- 
ernment in 1946-47. Valluy would share this view in 1967: 


What seems surprising today, after twenty years of retreat, is, firstly, how timid we 
were in applying a liberal order and that, by mid-1946, we opposed a nationalist move- 
ment, even though we had repeatedly proclaimed ourselves champions of the right 
of peoples to manage their own affairs, and subsequently, in contrast to the English 
example in India and Burma, persisted with our federal formula, in which there was 
scant effort to conceal the preeminence of the metropole. This was probably out of 
fear of creating a dangerous precedent for our African possessions, and also the fear 
of being economically evicted from Cochinchina, which was richly endowed with var- 
ious products. 


The military chapter of the instructions resulted from a compromise between the 
chiefs of staff’s wish to restrict the number of troops deployed in the Far East and 
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dArgenlieu’s insistence that there could be no better use of French resources. D’Ar- 
genlieu wanted to engage France deeply in the border region with China. The 
EMGDN preferred to limit this engagement. The high commissioner simply wished 
to renounce the military convention of April 3. The EMGDN wanted it renegoti- 
ated. D’Argenlieu demanded considerable reinforcements. The EMGDN warned 
against transferring troops from Cochinchina to Tonkin. Barjot’s hand can be seen 
in the views expressed by the EMGDN.® 

The instructions, as signed by the ministers on December 10, did not in any way 
authorize the high commissioner to carry out the orders he had given to Valluy on 
November 12 and seek a confrontation with the Viet Minh in the north. Nor did 
they contain any explicit post facto approval of what had been done in Haiphong. 
What the military chapter did was to insist, first, on the fundamental necessity of 
defending the strategic bases, which “constitute the skeleton of the future military 
organization of the Federation.” Since Haiphong was considered to be such a base, 
along with Cam Ranh Bay, this point may be seen as indirectly approving the con- 
quest of the port city. Second, the instructions gave the high commissioner authority 
to “act efficiently to ensure respect for the clauses of the modus vivendi agreement 
and to maintain public order” Although this meant literally that dArgenlieu could 
use force to uphold the cease-fire, in practice, it meant breaking it. D'Argenlieu 
would have preferred an explicit and public renunciation of the cease-fire. More 
concretely, the high commissioner gained the consent of the French government 
to enlarge the occupation of the Sino- Vietnamese border zone, which had begun 
with the seizure of Langson. This went against Barjot and his sound strategic con- 
siderations. The fact that it was nonetheless included in the government's instruc- 
tions may have something to do with the influence of Moutet, who was more con- 
cerned with the protection of ethnic minorities than with avoiding the dispersal of 
troops. Back in June, Moutet had authorized the conquest of the central highlands 
of north Annam, in violation of the April 3 military convention, and with the goal 
of establishing an autonomous ethnic minority area. Barjot was responsible for the 
final point: no troops should be transferred from south to north. The maintenance 
of sufficient military forces in Cochinchina, said the directives, constituted the “key- 
stone of the French edifice in Indochina.’ The primary task of the high commis- 
sioner was to get the armed Tonkinese “elements” who had been infiltrated into 
Cochinchina to pull out. This was as much Barjot’s concern in 1946 as it would be 
General Westmoreland’ in the 1960s. 

The general introduction to the governmental instructions faithfully reflected 
the thinking of the minister for Overseas France. It focused on basic French inter- 
ests, but included the protection of ethnic minorities. But as far as the structural or 
institutional questions were concerned, Moutet did not get what he wanted. This 
comes out clearly if we compare the draft version prepared for the Cominindo meet- 
ing on November 29 with the final version signed on December 10. The draft ver- 
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sion, which no doubt reflected Moutets views, although it had probably been ed- 
ited by the two “liberal Gaullists,” Henri Laurentie (Moutet’s director of political af- 
fairs) and Pierre Messmer (Cominindo secretary-general), scrapped the March 24, 
1945, declaration’s core idea of a strong Indochinese Federation, with relative au- 
tonomy from Paris. Now that France had got its new constitution and replaced the 
defunct empire with a future-oriented French Union, said a memo written by 
Moutet, it was time to reduce the powers of the federal government in Saigon (“Or- 
gane tentaculaire dont il faut limiter les pouvoirs”). The draft instructions sought to 
shrink the size of the federal government in Saigon, emphasizing that the federa- 
tion was “essentially administrative” and should not direct policy.“ 

This was a direct attack on d’Argenlieu and his desire to rule French Indochina 
with powers similar to those that U.S. General Douglas MacArthur had in Japan. 
Then also the federal idea found its way back into the final version of the instruc- 
tions, which aimed to establish more federal services in the various Indochinese 
states. D’Argenlieu had thus won a victory over Moutet, most probably due to the 
influence of the MRP ministers and of Alexandre Varenne, who all sought to pre- 
vent too much socialist interference in French colonial policy. 

DArgenlieus backers also managed to block another significant proposal from 
the Ministry of Overseas France. It had wanted to stop objecting to the unification 
of the three ky. The first draft version stated: “It is now certain that Cochinchina will 
be united with Vietnam sooner or later. We must therefore already now plan for this 
unification, which must, however, ensure the administrative and fiscal autonomy of 
Cochinchina” In the final version, this passage was taken out. The signed instruc- 
tions said instead that France would “seek to find a local solution” in Cochinchina, 
while letting personalities with moderately unionist opinions participate in the 
Cochinchinese government. The document also made clear that this “local solution” 
would make “recourse to a referendum” redundant. So the French government chose 
finally to renounce the most important of the concessions in the March 6 accord. 

It is interesting to compare the paragraph on the “local solution” with Moutet’s 
original draft, which said: “Our military action [in Tonkin and Annam] must be 
accompanied by political action.” Moutet probably hoped that by accepting the 
unification of the three ky, it would be possible to obtain a government reshuffle 
in Hanoi, with the introduction of noncommunist ministers from the south. This 
resembled options Pignon and Torel had been mulling over for a long time. But 
while Moutet probably imagined a negotiated solution, in which Ho Chi Minh 
would retain his role as national leader, d’Argenlieu’s political advisors in Saigon 
envisaged creating a new noncommunist government for all of Vietnam and break- 
ing with the Viet Minh. 

DArgenlieu had reason to be satisfied with his new instructions, although he 
did not obtain the suspension of the modus vivendi agreement that he had been 
seeking. The instructions say that “the results obtained so far, even though they dis- 
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appoint the hopes we had some weeks ago, do not justify a suspension or denun- 
ciation of the modus vivendi [agreement]? The three ministers who signed the in- 
structions (Bidault, Moutet, and Michelet) added, however, that the high commis- 
sioner should apply “a set of firm measures, with the aim of getting the Vietnamese 
government to realize the state of affairs considered preferable for the good of the 
two peoples.” This was open to interpretation, for which dArgenlieus team in Saigon 
had a talent. The instructions did, however, provide two examples: the high com- 
missioner was authorized to use force to obtain the restitution of French property 
if the Vietnamese government prevented it—a sure recipe for trouble. He was also 
authorized to make the Vietnamese government aware of its responsibility to up- 
hold law and order. This was all that the instructions had to say about the relation- 
ship between France and the Vietnamese government, except for an affirmation in 
the introduction that this relationship was bad and had “no appearance of any pos- 
sibility of normalization?* 

The three ministers, when acting in unison, preferred to refrain from taking any 
clear position on the situation in Tonkin, and most notably did not take any ini- 
tiative to establish direct contact with the Vietnamese government to resolve the 
crisis. Hence they left crisis management to đArgenlieu and the men on the spot. 
This means that they must, perhaps with closed eyes, have accepted the risk that 
the recent incidents would lead to full-scale war. Moutet, however, clearly wanted 
to avoid such an outcome, and he was as of December 10 the only one among the 
three ministers in the outgoing cabinet who could expect to retain his portfolio in 
the next one. This gave him greater leverage than before, and his ministry knew 
this. The day after dArgenlieu got his instructions, Moutet’s director of political af- 
fairs, Henri Laurentie, drafted a crystal clear telegram for Moutet to sign and send 
to Valluy, which aimed to prevent the French effort from being diverted away from 
Cochinchina and to ensure that key decisions were taken by the new government 
in Paris, not in Saigon. The telegram warned Valluy that he could under no cir- 
cumstances expect any military reinforcements, and that “France must not be placed 
in a situation where the alternatives are either to make an effort beyond its means 
or to withdraw from Indochina. This is an imperative condition for your policy.” 
The telegram stressed, moreover, that the government rejected the idea of any ini- 
tiative having “as its aim or effect to oust Ho Chi Minh personally from power? The 
reason cited shows how clear-sighted Laurentie was: “The consequence of this 
would actually be a period of second-rate competition, which would end up fa- 
voring those who have no future unless resorting to French assistance.” Laurentie 
knew that a good adversary can be preferable to bad allies. The telegram ended by 
asking Valluy to persuade Ho Chi Minh to get rid of the “extremist elements in his 
government.” If Valluy were unable to succeed on this score, then it would be the 
French government's responsibility to determine “under which conditions and to 


what extent one might resort to auxiliary military action? 
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The telegram was on the table, ready to be sent on December 11. But Moutet did 
not send it. There is a copy of it among Bidault’s personal papers, so Moutet may 
have consulted the outgoing premier before deciding to let go a chance to avert war. 
On the following day, December 12, Bidault sent his own telegram to Valluy, com- 
menting on a report that Valluy had submitted on December 6. Valluy had warned 
the government of the “almost fatal character of the rupture that the hatred and ill 
will of the Hanoi Government is drawing us into.” Bidault commented: “I wish to 
point out that I was surprised by the terms of the telegram cited above, which sud- 
denly refers to an alarming situation that nothing in your preceding communica- 
tions had permitted [us] to foresee? The draft also included the following sentence, 
which was deleted before the cable was dispatched: “Ƒespère qu’il ne s’agit pas là 
dune simple habileté destinée à couvrir votre responsabilité dans tous les cas” (I 
hope that it is not a matter here of skillfully covering up your responsibility what- 
ever the case).*” Even without the last sentence, this message must have had a chill- 
ing effect on Valluy. Ifit had also contained the omitted sentence, the general would 
have slept badly. Bidault did not let Valluy know that he was questioning his mo- 
tives, but he let his poisonous sentence stand in the draft in the Cominindo files. 
So perhaps it was Bidault himself who tried to cover up his responsibility. The fol- 
lowing day, his MRP party issued a leaflet demanding that a “unanimous French 
government” demonstrate its will to make the French presence in Indochina re- 
spected and, as soon as possible, implement a plan to “fight all kinds of terrorism 
energetically? 


MISSION IMPOSSIBLE 


Moutet’s unsent telegram asked Valluy to get Ho Chi Minh to understand that he 
should separate himself from his party’s extremists, but said that if this failed, Val- 
luy should not draw the conclusion himself, but refer to the government in Paris. 
The point about who should draw the conclusion was new, but the French endeavor 
to persuade Ho Chi Minh to break away from his undesirable lieutenants (notably 
Vo Nguyen Giap) and replace them with more moderate ministers had been going 
on for a couple of weeks. The man who had been instructed to undertake this im- 
possible mission was the Frenchman who knew Ho best, Jean Sainteny, the “man 
of March 6/4 He had accompanied Ho to France and organized his stay there, but 
did not go back together with the president. Sainteny took care of his business in- 
terests in France until he was asked, in November, to return to his assignment in 
Hanoi. The French Sainteny myth, as expressed on the jacket of his memoirs from 
1953, is that he returned to Hanoi too late to prevent the outbreak of war.” This 
myth has no better foundation than the one about General Leclerc’s pragmatic will 
for peace. When Sainteny returned to Hanoi in early December, his task, as defined 
in instructions from đArgenlieu and Valluy, was to exploit his friendship with Ho 
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Chi Minh in order to provoke a split in the Vietnamese cabinet. Sainteny did not 
arrive too late in Hanoi, but his mission was impossible and his instructions were 
so narrow that there was no room for any rapprochement with the DRV. Sainteny 
had virtually nothing to offer. From December 3 to 19, he acted in Hanoi faithfully 
on lines set by đArgenlieu, Valluy, and Pignon. 

In the beginning of October, d’Argenlieu had praised Sainteny for his “qualities 
of firmness and diplomacy” and asked Moutet to reinstate him in Hanoi.°! In real- 
ity, however, d’Argenlieu was in two minds about the handsome businessman. He 
feared Sainteny’s tendency to seek local arrangements without considering the larger 
context.”? DArgenlieu had not quite forgiven Sainteny for having introduced the 
referendum and the last-minute concessions in the March 6 agreement. When it 
proved impossible for Sainteny to pass through Saigon before d’Argenlieu’s depar- 
ture from Indochina on November 13, đArgenlieu told Sainteny to stay in Paris, so 
that they could have a good talk before he flew to Indochina." They met on d’Ar- 
genlieu’s first day in Paris, and Sainteny landed in Saigon just as Dèbess artillery 
was pounding Haiphong. 

DArgenlieu now instructed Valluy to keep Sainteny in Saigon for a while in or- 
der to prepare him for his mission in Hanoi.” Sainteny was therefore still in the 
south when Valluy dictated the terms of the “ultimatum without deadline” to Mor- 
liére. Valluy thought it best to hold Sainteny in reserve until the first Vietnamese 
reactions to the ultimatum were known. On November 30, in the absence of a Viet- 
namese retaliation for the French conquest of Haiphong, Valluy found the time ripe 
for Sainteny to go north to remedy Morlières failure to draw political advantages 
from the recent military successes. Valluy had received reports that the Vietnamese 
leadership was deeply divided and that one group, with Giap, wanted to evacuate 
the government from Hanoi and take up arms, while another was so “scared” by 
this prospect that it might be willing to make certain concessions. Ho Chi Minh's 
position in relation to those two tendencies remained “undecided.” In this situa- 
tion, Valluy felt that Sainteny was the only person capable of “taking political ad- 
vantage of the situation.” 

Before Sainteny left Saigon, a meeting of the most important members of the 
federal cabinet (and Albert Torel) laid down a set of instructions. The substance 
was: exploit in all fields the advantages that we have obtained in Tonkin as a result 
of our military successes in Haiphong and Langson, without forcing Ho Chi Minh 
and his cabinet to desperate solutions; take the high ground with the Vietnamese 
leaders to compel them to negotiate under conditions far more favorable to us; seek 
to get the president to repudiate and, if possible, eliminate the extremist elements; 
refuse to give up any of our positions, but if there is to be a rupture, be careful to 
let the other side take the initiative, while taking all precautions to avoid being caught 
by surprise.°° 

The demands that Sainteny should put forward were clearly defined. All Viet- 
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namese troops in Cochinchina were to be repatriated to the north, leaving the 
French free to suppress all terrorism. In Tonkin, the French were to take control of 
Radio Bach Mai, the official Vietnamese radio station, obtain the release of all 
hostages, and ensure the resumption of economic life in its entirety. In return for 
Vietnamese support, Sainteny was authorized to make two offers. The first was to 
negotiate regarding customs duties and international trade. The second was to with- 
draw French troops from Bac Ninh and Phu Lang Thuong. The decision to abolish 
these garrisons had actually been made already, because they were too vulnerable 
and taking control of the road from Langson to the Gulf of Tonkin had in any case 
reduced the need to control the road from Hanoi through Bac Ninh and Phu Lang 
Thuong to Langson.*” 

The authors of the instructions must have realized that the mission they were 
giving Sainteny was impossible. No responsible Vietnamese leader could accept such 
demands, and the two carrots they allowed Sainteny to dangle before Ho were so 
tiny that there was next to nothing to negotiate about. The warning against forcing 
the Vietnamese government to take desperate measures, however, indicates that not 
everyone in Saigon wanted a break. Some nurtured the illusion that it might be pos- 
sible to get the Vietnamese president to continue working with France and break 
ranks with the “extremists” surrounding him. On the day before Sainteny’s arrival 
in Hanoi, Morlière saw Undersecretary of the Interior Hoang Huu Nam and Un- 
dersecretary of Foreign Affairs Hoang Minh Giam, who had been the two main ne- 
gotiators on the Vietnamese side in the run-up to the March 6 accords. Morliére 
found them discouraged and in disarray. They wanted to prevent the conflict from 
spreading to Hanoi and did not intend to counterattack, but they were determined 
to defend themselves against “any new provocation"? Morliére also reported that 
Ho Chi Minh was considering the possibility of replacing two of his ministers with 
moderate personalities.”? Morlière welcomed Sainteny in Hanoi on December 2, 
and as Sainteny said later, Morlière would now confine himself to his military du- 
ties, preparing for what “seemed to be more and more inevitable; the test of 
strength.” Sainteny would take care of the political dimension.” 

On his first day in Hanoi, Sainteny received a protest against French actions in 
Haiphong, Kien An, and Langson from the “Association Viet-Nam France,” which 
represented the softest, most francophile faction of the Vietnamese nationalist 
movement.5! The instructions Sainteny had been given in Saigon differed from the 
ones he had got from đArgenlieu in Paris on one important point; đArgenlieu 
wanted him to take up residence in the Governor-General’s Palace in Hanoi. Sain- 
teny had actually done this once before, after getting to Hanoi on a USS. plane in 
the midst of the August 1945 Revolution, but he had been expelled from the palace 
by a Chinese general in October 1945. Valluy and Pignon did not, as we have seen, 
find it advisable to undertake such a symbolic provocation and did not therefore 
include this point in their instructions to him.” 
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Sainteny’s main mission was to provoke a split in the Vietnamese leadership and 
thus prevent Ho from becoming an enemy of France. Pignon and Valluy probably 
realized how futile the attempt would be. Whether or not Sainteny understood it 
himself is more doubtful, but in their first and only meeting, Ho realized that his 
French friend had arrived with empty hands. When being received by the presi- 
dent in the evening of December 3, Sainteny noticed that his host was suffering from 
an illness that, “even if it was not diplomatic, did not seem to be unrelated to the 
current events.” They met in Ho's Hanoi office, although at this stage the president 
did not actually work there any longer, but operated from a safe house outside the 
city. He was discreetly driven into the city to attend meetings and out again im- 
mediately afterward.5 On December 2, Giam and Nam were present all the time, 
so that Sainteny was never alone with Ho.® 

Sainteny told the president outright that “certain elements in his entourage” had 
prejudiced Franco-Vietnamese reconciliation during his prolonged stay in Paris 
(an allusion to Giap). Instead of answering, Ho charged the French with respon- 
sibility for Haiphong and Langson, adding that it was necessary to calm tempers 
and proposing that the military commission and the commission for restitution 
of French property envisaged in the modus vivendi agreement should pursue their 
work. Ho also proposed establishing two joint commissions in order to settle the 
Haiphong affair both on the military level and with regard to customs control. He 
finally suggested that the French and Vietnamese military should retreat to the po- 
sitions they had held before the latest incidents. Nam and Giam emphasized the 
vital importance of this point. Sainteny replied that establishing the joint com- 
missions was acceptable, but that the French government would categorically re- 
ject a return to status quo ante. Vietnamese aggression would meet with French 
countermeasures in the future as well. The meeting resulted in a press release say- 
ing that an exchange of views had taken place in order to explore the possibilities 
of relaxing existing tension. Sainteny felt that Ho and his most loyal followers would 
do everything to avoid a rupture. He was not yet sure as to who these loyal fol- 
lowers were, or how much power they still held, but he felt certain that he had made 
them understand that France was playing its last card before the test of strength.56 

In his first report to Valluy, Sainteny did not mention that Ho had asked him to 
forward an urgent message spelling out his three proposals to the French govern- 
ment. The Vietnamese were hoping that these proposals would make Paris inter- 
vene,” and in an interview with the newspaper Paris-Saigon on December 7, Sain- 
teny claimed that he had dispatched the message. This seems unlikely, since it has 
proven impossible to locate it in the French archives. The Vietnamese press wrote 
positively about Sainteny when he arrived, but by mid-December, the tone had 
changed, and Sainteny was denounced for playacting since March 6.52 

On the morning of December 5, Sainteny informed U.S. Vice-Consul O’Sulli- 
van that a “police action” was being planned. The Vietnamese government had be- 
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come far more “terroristic” than hitherto and now represented only a minority of 
the population. The French would allow Ho to stay on as president, but anti- French 
elements would have to go. After the present cabinet had been dismantled, the 
people would be allowed to choose whatever cabinet they wanted, provided it was 
not anti-French. Sainteny denied that this would lead to the establishment of a pup- 
pet government, but O’Sullivan felt that “despite Sainteny’s words,” the French would 
be forced to set up such a government. He feared that French efforts to rid the coun- 
try of the Viet Minh would take much longer than the short period Sainteny envi- 
sioned.”? Later the same day, Sainteny saw Giam and advised him that the only al- 
ternative to the “test of strength” would be a profound cabinet reshuffle, replacing 
“certain ministers by clearly pro-French personalities? After a long discussion, Giam 
promised to present the French government with a list of potential Vietnamese min- 
isters if the French would in return adhere strictly to the March 6 agreement. Sain- 
teny now felt uncertain as to Giam’s real power, and he complained to Saigon that 
he knew too little about internal power relations among the Vietnamese leaders.”! 

Sainteny may not have understood that the real power did not belong to the cab- 
inet as such, but to the clandestine Communist Party. Hence a government reshuffle 
would not be of great consequence. The most important decisions were either taken 
informally by a group of Ho Chi Minh$ closest advisors or by the secretly operat- 
ing Standing Bureau of the [Communist] Party. Among Ho Chi Minh’s closest ad- 
visors were the three communists Pham Van Dong, Vo Nguyen Giap, and Hoang 
Huu Nam and the socialist Hoang Minh Giam. The French intelligence services seem 
to have imagined that the Viet Minh Tong Bo was playing a significant role behind 
the scenes, but this does not seem to have been the case. The Tong Bo did not meet 
often and was not as influential as the French imagined. When the most critical de- 
cisions were made, it seems that Truong Chinh called the Standing Bureau of the 
Party Central Committee together. This, at least, is what today’s party historians want 
us to believe. It is not entirely clear who belonged to the Standing Bureau at the time, 
but it included Truong Chinh, Ho Chi Minh, Le Duc Tho, and Vo Nguyen Giap, 
probably also Hoang Van Hoan and Nguyen Luong Bang, and maybe Hoang Quoc 
Viet, Tran Huy Lieu, and Pham Van Dong, although the latter is said to have joined 
the Standing Bureau only in 1949. In November-December 1946, at any rate, Pham 
Van Dong did not take part in Hanoi’s decision-making, but went south (just after 
having married) to lead the resistance in south-central Vietnam. French sources do 
not reveal much awareness of the role played by Secretary-General of the Party 
Truong Chinh and the party’s main figure responsible for personnel issues, Le Duc 
Tho, or even of the intelligence boss Tran Quoc Hoan. The French also do not seem 
to have been aware that the two top communists Nguyen Luong Bang and Hoang 
Van Hoan had been assigned the task to set up bases in the countryside to serve as 
headquarters in the coming war of resistance. The main decision-makers in Hanoi 
during the crisis thus seem to have been Ho Chi Minh, Truong Chinh, Le Duc Tho, 
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and Vo Nguyen Giap, while Hoang Huu Nam and Hoang Minh Giam played an es- 
sentially diplomatic role vis-a-vis the French. 

O'Sullivan reported to Washington that Sainteny foresaw a rapid French victory, 
and this is confirmed by a prophecy Sainteny sent to Saigon a week after his arrival. 
While the Viet Minh’s victory at the interior level seemed total after the last strong- 
holds of the China-oriented opposition had been conquered, he said, one should 
have no illusions as to a “unity” built so rapidly and with such violent means: “Viet 
Minh’s edifice is still young, and as with all totalitarian regimes, it may be expected 
to come tumbling down at the first serious defeat” (an amazing statement for some- 
one belonging to the generation who had watched Stalin’s Soviet Union overcome 
the German onslaught). In his report, Sainteny ruminated on the queerness of his 
being able to talk man-to-man with Nam on the brink of war. He was under the 
impression that the Vietnamese leaders were unable to accept the reality. They would 
neither accept the French demands, because that would mean conceding defeat, 
nor would they proclaim a general insurrection. Applying “typical Far Eastern tac- 
tics” the Viet Minh preferred to act as if things would return to normal all by them- 
selves as soon as the emergency had passed.” The obvious conclusion was not com- 
mitted to paper, but was no less real for being held in abeyance: France would soon 
have to do something to help Hanoi make its choice. 

General Morlière did not confine himself entirely to his military role after Sain- 
teny’s arrival. First, he compiled his voluminous report on the Haiphong and Lang- 
son incidents in response to Admiral Barjot’s request. Then he wrote another report 
on the present situation and its possibilities, which he completed on December 12. 
At this stage, Morliére was still in charge militarily, and he claimed that the French 
“reactions” in Haiphong and Langson expressed the unanimous feelings of the 
troops and the French population. He saw himself as having been pushed into a 
dead end after having long faced a paradoxical state of affairs, with France and the 
Viet Minh fighting in Cochinchina while their representatives toasted one another 
at dinners in Tonkin. The Vietnamese government would not give in to French de- 
mands, because this would mean “self-condemnation, he affirmed, but France on 
its side could not accept a return to the pre-Haiphong situation, which would only 
lead to new incidents. The French presence as a whole was at stake. No French en- 
terprise would be able to establish itself in Indochina or develop without French 
control, and this control would be illusory without the presence of French forces.” 
Such was the crux of the matter. When the mutual hatred had reached the point 
where even French economic activity would be threatened if the Viet Minh remained 
in power, even a man like Morlière was prepared to face a test of strength. 

Morliére stated in his report that if the Vietnamese cabinet were not reshuffled, 
it would have to disappear. The only thing that could make it disappear was a mil- 
itary defeat. Therefore, a conflict seemed “nearly inevitable” The population would 
certainly prefer “butter to guns, and the Vietnamese government would face nu- 
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merous problems if it retreated to the interior of the country. Eventually, it would 
reform or dissolve itself and listen to the “voice of reason? That would be the time 
for France to show generosity. Morlière concluded that only a determined attitude 
on the part of the French government and a decision to accept and sustain a seri- 
ous and prolonged effort would make it possible to save French Indochina and, with 
it, the rest of France’s overseas territories.” 

Under the pressure of events, Morliére had grown highly pessimistic. In the days 
prior to December 19, virtually all French in Hanoi seem to have regarded war as 
inevitable. Nevertheless, it should be noted that while Sainteny believed there would 
be a rapid collapse of the Viet Minh, Morliére stressed that the struggle would be 
long and arduous. After completing his report, Morlière gave it to Sainteny and asked 
him to send it to Saigon. Sainteny found the conclusions too pessimistic and added 
some strangely sanguine comments, based on the illusion that a nation can be forced 
from the outside to find itself new leaders. He said the March 6 agreement had not 
been signed on behalf of the Viet Minh, but on behalf of the whole people, so it 
would remain in force even after the eventual fall of the government. Vietnam would 
surely find new and better leaders: “Although France has been let down by the men 
she consolidated in power with the assumption that they were deserving of it, she 
does not for that reason renege on the position she took on March 6. If, then, when 
tested, the Viet Minh is unable to appear as any more than a party of agitators, then 
Vietnam will find another governmental team on its own. Frances duty is not to 
oppose this, faithful to its desire to see this country administer itself through a gov- 
ernment of its own choice.” 

In Saigon, Pignon was more positive. He liked Morlières December 12 report 
much better than the compilation of documents he had got from him a few days 
earlier concerning the Haiphong affair. Before forwarding Morliére’s new report to 
Messmer in Paris, Pignon added a strong endorsement: “For three and a half months, 
General Morliére has with the best of intentions sought to lay the basis for a confi- 
dent cooperation with the government of the Republic of Vietnam, at the cost of 
extremely strong criticism from the French population in Indochina, as well as from 
the troops under his command. In this report, he offers a concise, well-documented, 
impartial and sincere summary of his failure. The report thus constitutes the least 
suspect and most objective analysis of the situation that has developed in Tonkin? 

In January-February 1947, Morlière felt that his December 12 report had been 
a mistake, and he became convinced once again that a purely military solution was 
impossible. It was necessary to negotiate, and the sooner the better: “We are not fight- 
ing against the Viet Minh only, but against a huge majority, if not the entirety, of the 
population, for whom the rallying point is ‘Doc Lap; meaning ‘Independence’. .. 
Many Annamites are hostile or indifferent to the Viet Minh, but their nationalism, 
their patriotism, and also the xenophobia latent in Asia make them rally without 
hesitation behind Ho Chi Minh, who has become the symbol of Vietnam.” 
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INTELLIGENCE 


Sainteny’s main asset was his personal relationship with Ho Chi Minh, but since he 
came empty-handed, he got just one chance to take advantage of this and failed. He 
then had to do with the two messengers that Ho was using in his dealings with the 
French, Undersecretary of the Interior Hoang Huu Nam and Undersecretary of For- 
eign Affairs Hoang Minh Giam. Sainteny’s complaint to Saigon that he knew too 
little about the Viet Minh’s internal affairs is actually a bit surprising. French Indo- 
china had always been a police state, with governors relying on the Sôreté and its 
innumerable agents for information. And every military unit of some size had its 
2° Bureau. Probably the best source on the early history of the Indochinese Com- 
munist Party is the archives of the French intelligence services, which had recruited 
one of Ho Chi Minh’s best friends as an agent, so that everything that was said in 
Ho’ little group in Guangzhou in the 1920s was duly reported and filed.” Not long 
afterward, this man came under suspicion by his comrades. In 1931, when Ho was 
arrested by the British in Hong Kong, the French agent was also arrested and sent 
to Vietnam, where he settled in Thai Binh province. After the August Revolution, 
the local leaders in Thai Binh wanted to eliminate him, but Ho did not allow this. 
Only in 1950, when French troops were nearby, was this French agent liquidated, 
out of fear that he might reestablish his French connections.’ The Sûreté exploited 
children born of mixed relationships as informers and was in the habit of turning 
prisoners around to use them as double agents. As a young history teacher, Vo 
Nguyen Giap had been arrested, but his Sûreté interrogator came to admire his in- 
telligence, arranged for his release, and also secured stipends for his further edu- 
cation.” This was a mixed blessing for Giap, who came to be suspected by some of 
his comrades of having made a deal. The Trotskyites accused him openly of this. 

There is an impressive number of boxes in the French colonial archives with care- 
fully typewritten excerpts of words written in confidence in private mail by all kinds 
of people, a gold mine indeed if someone should want to write the history of In- 
dochinese mentalities. The person who knew most about Indochinese communism 
in the 1930s and first half of the 1940s was probably Louis Arnoux, intendant- 
general of the Indochina police until March 1945, but his loyalty to Vichy and 
Governor-General Jean Decoux prevented him from playing any visible role under 
the Fourth Republic. France had abundant intelligence, and we historians are grate- 
ful.®° Still it was all to no avail. It is hard to find any country in the world where the 
communists gained more strength and prestige than in Vietnam. 

When Sainteny arrived in Hanoi, some of the best brains in the French intelli- 
gence services had already been operating in the city for some time, often inde- 
pendently of one another. D’Argenlieu, Leclerc, and Valluy were military men who 
did not want to rely on the Sûreté, the instrument of Léon Pignon. And the naval 
high commissioner did not trust the army 2° Bureaus, which reported to their var- 
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ious commanders. D’Argenlieu and Leclerc could not of course rely on each others 
services, so each of them founded a secret service of his own, dArgenlieu the Bu- 
reau fédéral de documentation (BFDOC), and Leclerc the Service détudes his- 
toriques (Historical Studies Service; SEH), with one branch in Saigon (SESAG) and 
one in Hanoi (SEHAN).*! 

Morlière saw the BFDOC's hand behind the initial incident in Haiphong on No- 
vember 20, discussed in chapter 4, and, as we have seen, after the Haiphong mas- 
sacre, the chief of the BFDOC, Commandant Schlumberger, disingenuously sug- 
gested that French propaganda should cite the high number of casualties in 
Haiphong as proof that the Vietnamese government was incapable of protecting 
its citizens. Actually, the BFDOC was not meant to be a “special service,’ narrowly 
defined, but a kind of coordinating unit distilling intelligence from all the other ex- 
isting services and writing up syntheses. But Schlumberger soon established spe- 
cial branches in the various Indochinese centers. His agents were recruited from 
among the local security officers. The Vietnamese capital appears to have been a 
weak point in the BFDOC system, but as of December 1, 1946, it had its own branch 
there as well, with the task of coordinating the various secret services, centralizing 
all the intelligence, and transmitting it directly to the BFDOC in Saigon. One prob- 
lem with this system was that the BFDOC staff lacked competence. The BFDOC’s 
only asset seems to have been the trust of d’Argenlieu. 

The French intelligence services in Indochina were never able to reestablish net- 
works of the same quality they had enjoyed until March 9, 1945, and the reorgan- 
ization of French intelligence services was far more successful in the south than in 
the north. The most qualified services in Hanoi were the Sûreté and the SEHAN. 
In Tonkin, the Stireté was directed by the capable André Moret, who had previ- 
ously directed the political section of the French police in Shanghai. The head of 
SEH was Lieutenant Colonel Trocard, whose advantage vis-a-vis his competitors 
was that he had leftist views, which facilitated communication with communist 
sympathizers. According to Valluy, his friend Colonel Trocard was an “eminent in- 
telligence expert? He would be killed in an ambush in 1947. We have not found 
out who directed his section in Hanoi (SEHAN), but a certain Jacques Bousquet 
seems to have played a prominent role. Bousquet was a former official in the Vichy 
government who turned to communism in 1943. In the early days of March 1946, 
he served as the main go-between for Sainteny and Ho Chi Minh.* Then he became 
cultural advisor to the Vietnamese government, kept in touch with Vo Nguyen Giap, 
continued to work clandestinely for French services, and had access to consider- 
able financial resources. He left Hanoi before the war began, and on December 20, 
1946, the French Foreign Ministry tried to arrange for him, apparently on his way 
from Rio to Lisbon, to be put on a plane to Paris. In January 1947, the French would 
ask the British authorities unofficially to arrest Bousquet in Hong Kong and send 
him discreetly to Indochina. He was apparently under suspicion of engaging in arms 
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trade on behalf of the Viet Minh. In April 1947, Bousquet was still—or once again— 
in Hong Kong, where he gave an interview to the correspondent of the Saigon-based 
newspaper Sud: “In Haiphong I witnessed their confusion; the Vietnamese minis- 
ters could not control the indiscipline of their military. They had wanted to stop 
the fighting. They could not. Hanoi was haunted by fear. I left the city before De- 
cember 20, but I know that the Viet Minh lived in an atmosphere of panic?# 

The SEH seems to have operated in a social environment in which procommu- 
nist Europeans fraternized with a small group of francophile Viet Minh cadres. This 
allowed SEHAN to collect quite detailed information about discussions among some 
of the main Viet Minh leaders. The value of this intelligence seems dubious, how- 
ever, since it did not apparently include anything about Truong Chinh’s party or- 
ganization. It seems possible that the Vietnamese were using the SEH as a target 
for disinformation. D’Argenlieu despised the SEH and, at the end of October, com- 
plained to Paris about the “connivances that exist between certain Frenchmen and 
the organizations of Hanoi” According to the admiral, essential information was 
passed both ways. He even mentioned the possibility that he might have to proceed 
to “the neutralization of dangerous elements.” Valluy would write in 1967 that đAr- 
genlieu had demanded that he get rid of his friend Colonel Trocard, who “mingled 
too much with the Marxists”# 

SEH and Sûreté reports differed in content. The SEH aimed to provoke a split 
within the Viet Minh in order to preserve the relationship between France and Ho 
Chi Minh, while the Sûreté, with its network of informers among the Chinese pop- 
ulation, as well as pro-Chinese and pro-American Vietnamese, was opting for a clean 
break. The relationship between the SEH and the Sûreté was characterized by mu- 
tual suspicion, and the second-rate people working for the BFDOC cannot have 
found it easy to coordinate them. In light of his own agency’s weakness in Hanoi, 
đArgenlieu probably had to rely on Pignon’s Sûreté, while Sainteny and Valluy 
pinned their hopes on the SEH. After the outbreak of war on December 19, đAr- 
genlieu concluded that he and Pignon had been right all along: “To look for the in- 
dividual thinking of Ho Chi Minh himself is futile. It comes down to the same thing 
whether one thinks that he is playing a different game from that of the active hos- 
tile elements of his party, like Vo Nguyen Giap, or that he has become their pris- 
oner and has lost all authority after his excessively long stay in France. The idea that 
the command may have had of isolating Ho Chi Minh from our hard-core adver- 
saries and building an acceptable government around him is a lost hope?#° 

Let us recapitulate the most important intelligence emanating from Moret and 
the SEHAN during the period October-November, without necessarily believing 
what it said. The main point here is not to summarize what actually happened among 
the Vietnamese decision-makers, but to get an idea of what the French thought was 
going on. 

On October 6, the SEHAN reported that the Tong Bo had met the evening be- 
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fore and listened to Pham Van Dong’s report from Fontainebleau, but did not say 
who else was present. Dong said he personally did not believe that the French had 
good intentions or that a sincere entente was possible. The meeting discussed mil- 
itary action in the event of a Franco- Vietnamese conflict. One week later, the SE- 
HAN quoted from a secret government order, No. 177, widening the powers of the 
Army Commissariat (Giap) to include all of Indochina and learned that Giap would 
be appointed minister of defense. In the beginning of November, the SEHAN evoked 
a person it called “Nhan Nhan,” who did not have any official position but nonethe- 
less took part in important meetings. This man, often referred to as secretary- 
general, was about forty years old, had eyeglasses, a constant smile, and a some- 
what timid demeanor, and he moved frequently from one place to another. The day 
before Pham Van Dong left for France with Ho Chi Minh on May 31, “Nhan” had 
been one of four participants in an important meeting. The others were Vo Nguyen 
Giap, Hoang Huu Nam, and Pham Van Dong. The description of “Nhan Nhan” does 
not fit the party secretary-general Truong Chinh, who did not use glasses; it better 
fits the near-sighted Hoang Quoc Viet or Tran Huy Lieu. 

The SEHAN was under the impression at the beginning of November that a 
conflict was about to emerge between the military command and the government. 
The government wanted to put brakes on the defensive measures undertaken in 
Hanoi, but this was prevented by the military command. The SEHAN commented. 
on the personality of Giap and found that his nationalism and hatred of the French 
were becoming more important for him than his communist ideals. (In the SEHAN’s 
view, communism was preferable to xenophobic nationalism; for Pignon and the 
Sûreté, it was the other way around.) Giap, concluded the SEHAN, was really the 
man one needed to stop. He controlled the army and was vying for power with 
Hoang Huu Nam and Pham Van Dong. While the fighting in Haiphong was going 
on, Giap had proclaimed a state of emergency throughout Vietnam. The SEHAN 
learned that on this occasion, there had been a serious quarrel between him and 
the Viet Minh propaganda chief Tran Huy Lieu, who reproached Giap for his “dic- 
tatorial” policy. The SEHAN’s informer claimed to know that Giap was in favor of 
a total struggle (lutte à outrance), whereas Ho Chi Minh and Tran Huy Lieu wanted 
peace. Tran Huy Lieu was said to have asked: “What would have remained of the 
Vietnamese Army now if we had listened to Giap when he wanted to go to war not 
very long ago against the Chinese occupants?” This could be disinformation. The 
general view is that in February-March, Tran Huy Lieu was intransigent, while Giap 
was more cautious, although this impression was mainly created by the aggressive 
tone of the Viet Minh newspaper Cuu Cuoc, which was known to represent Tran 
Huy Lieu’s views. 

Another informer claimed to know, at approximately the same time, that Giap 
was calling military experts from the various parts of Vietnam together in Hanoi, 
one of whom was General Nguyen Son, coming up from Quang Ngai in central 
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Vietnam. Other French intelligence services reported, at the end of November, that 
they had intercepted messages to Giap from the guerrilla leader in the south, Nguyen 
Binh, recommending the abandonment of all illusions and the adoption in the north 
of the same guerrilla strategy that had succeeded so well in the south. 

On November 25 and 27, a Sûreté informer warned of an imminent Vietnamese 
attack in Hanoi. At a “reasonable” price, the Sûreté bought copies ofa “Defense Plan 
for the Capital Hanoi,’ approved by Ho Chi Minh on November 24 in a restricted 
cabinet meeting, as well as a plan for an attack on Gia Lam airfield, approved on 
November 26 by a commission of military experts. The two plans had both been 
worked out by Giap. The Sûreté boss, Moret, affirmed that there was no reason to 
doubt the honesty (bonne foi) of the informer. Was this a case of disinformation? 
Perhaps. What we do know is that Morlières staff found the plans “interesting,” and 
that Vietnamese troop movements and construction of barricades in the period 
leading up to December 19 did conform with the plans. 

The Hanoi defense plan spelled out the measures to be taken if there were an in- 
cident, or if the government launched the watchword BDHV (binh dan hoc vu: “lit- 
eracy campaign’). The National Guard, aided by the Tu Ve (local militia) would en- 
circle the Citadel, and the Tu Ve would arrest all the French civilians they could lay 
hands on in the city. The main French administrative buildings would be occupied 
immediately, except the Pasteur Institute and the Banque de ÏIndochine, which 
would be encircled. Barricades would be put up in the area around the Citadel. All 
Vietnamese civilians who could not be mobilized were to be evacuated. To prevent 
the French from flying in reinforcements, Gia Lam airfield was to be seized, but so 
as not to complicate later diplomatic negotiations, destruction of equipment and 
fuel at the airfield was to be avoided. The plan built on the assumption that there 
would be diplomatic contact between the two countries during the execution of 
these measures. So a basic aim of the defensive measures was to gain cards to play 
at the negotiating table. The plan also included a withdrawal plan, however, to be 
executed if the situation made it necessary. This would soon prove necessary. 

Whether authentic or not, the possession of these plans must have influenced 
French behavior in the following weeks. Morliére was able to prepare his forces for 
preventing their successful execution. The fact that Morliére had got hold of these 
plans may also have induced him to wait for the Vietnamese to attack rather than 
take the initiative himself. In his memoirs, however, Giap claims that he never 
seriously considered carrying out such a hazardous attack against the superior 
French forces. 

Views expressed by Giap, according to the SEHAN, in meetings of the Viet Minh 
Struggle Front during the battle for Haiphong indicated that a Vietnamese coun- 
terattack might come soon. However, not much happened. The Vietnamese rein- 
forced their defense works and cut off communications on the road between the 
capital and its port. Realizing that the Vietnamese were unlikely to take the bait and 
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launch the attack Valluy had been waiting for, the French general decided—as we 
have seen—to send Sainteny to Hanoi. While Sainteny established contact with Ho 
Chi Minh, Valluy planned for Dèbess forces to push gradually forward from 
Haiphong to Hanoi in order to reopen the road, thus increasing the pressure on the 
Vietnamese government. The SEHAN, and Sainteny, were meant to play crucial roles 
in the political exploitation of this pressure. DArgenlieu, however, tried to prevent 
this. He did not want to see any repetition of March 6, and he feared that the SEH 
might be able to establish the basis for a new agreement with Ho. On November 28 
or 29, either the day before or the same day as the Cominindo met in Paris, d’Ar- 
genlieu received a letter from Bidault in his capacity as minister of foreign affairs 
asking for information about the situation in Hanoi. Unfortunately, this corre- 
spondence itself has not been found in the archives, just references to it in Ar- 
genlieu’s correspondence with Valluy. On November 29, đArgenlieu asked Valluy 
to send Lieutenant Colonel Trocard and Second Lieutenant B. (no doubt Bousquet) 
to Paris without delay, so that they could be put at the disposal of the Ministry of 
the Armies. On the next day, he sent a copy of Bidault’s letter to Valluy, asking him 
to open an inquest with the Commissioner of the Republic in Tonkin and the var- 
ious special agencies operating there in order to allow dArgenlieu to meet the re- 
quest of the Minister of Foreign Affairs. The inquest was to be undertaken by the 
BFDOC branch. DArgenlieu seems to have tried to deprive Valluy of his best agents 
right in the middle of a crisis. 

Bidault may have been interested to know more about the alleged conflict be- 
tween Ho and the extremists. Sainteny hoped to divide the Viet Minh, and Valluy’s 
instructions to him show that the two of them had found the right tone. Valluy had 
little to lose by allowing Sainteny to try and drive a wedge between moderates and 
extremists on the Vietnamese side. The risk was that this could lead to open hos- 
tilities, but that risk was worth taking, since this outcome was what đArgenlieu 
wanted. The high commissioner and his political advisor, Pignon, would prefer 
to break with the Viet Minh altogether. It would seem that Valluy failed to obey 
dArgenlieu’s orders. He agreed to create a BFDOC branch in Hanoi by decree of 
December 10, but he did not send either Trocard or Bousquet to Paris. Instead, 
Trocard went to Hanoi, and Bousquet left the country. 


PREMEDITATION 


Throughout 1947, French intelligence “proved” again and again that the Vietnamese 
attack in Hanoi on December 19 had been long premeditated. A great number of 
“proofs” were established. The reason why the French continued to unearth more 
and more “proofs” was that none of them were entirely convincing. Premeditation 
can be defined as “preplanning of an act showing intent to commit it” The French 
proved beyond doubt that an attack had been preplanned, but the captured docu- 
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ments did not tell under what circumstances the Vietnamese intended to commit 
the planned act.” The French were never able to prove that a decision to attack had 
been made before the final crisis. This makes it reasonable to assume that although 
both parties laid offensive plans, they remained undecided up to the last moment. 
On the brink, they both hesitated; but on the evening of December 19, they stum- 
bled and fell into war. 

After having captured and read Valluy’s “Directives No. 2,’ as well as the plans 
Colonel Dèbes had laid for Haiphong, the Vietnamese convinced themselves that 
the French would attack in Hanoi as well. This fear must have strengthened the hand 
of those who thought it was time to launch the “peoples war” But how should it be 
launched? By withdrawing from the cities and taking up a guerrilla struggle from 
base areas in the highlands? In the form of counterattack or through passive re- 
sistance? The advantage of the former was that the Vietnamese could choose time 
and place. The advantage of the second was that it would give them the moral high 
ground, and the French government might get a chance to dismiss dArgenlieu. To 
just withdraw without a fight would not look good in the eyes of the local popula- 
tion, however, so although this had been the choice of the Vietnamese ancestors 
each time they had faced an invasion by a superior force, says Giap’s memoirs, that 
option was quickly discarded.33 

Defensive works like evacuation of civilians and barricade construction started 
in Hanoi immediately after the outbreak of hostilities in Haiphong. Not all civil- 
ians were willing to evacuate, though; some pro-French or “unreliable” persons were 
arrested and sent out of town.*? Duong Trung Quoc, a leader of the Vietnamese As- 
sociation of Historians, editor of Xua & Nay (Past and Present), as well as of a re- 
cent picture book about the beginning of the Indochina War in 1946-47,” and an 
independent member of the Vietnamese National Assembly, told me in summer 
2007 that his mother and father had been living in Hanoi as a young couple when 
the French took Haiphong. They came from a well-to-do family with no sympathy 
for communism. His mother had just discovered that she was pregnant. On the ad- 
vice of Quoc’s grandfather, the couple moved out of Hanoi to live in the safety of 
Sontay province, in the house of relatives. 

Many Vietnamese ministers and other top leaders spent the nights outside of 
the capital, while working in Hanoi during the day. Some government institutions 
and some of their archives were evacuated to previously prepared locations.”! Bar- 
ricades were systematically constructed in the Sino- Vietnamese section of the town, 
where all sorts of preparations were made for a sustained defense, like opening holes 
from one apartment to the next, so that snipers and other militiamen could move 
freely along the street without coming out into the open. 

In order not to give the French an easy pretext, the free circulation of French 
cars in the European sector and in essential streets was not impeded.” Giap 
confirms in his memoirs that a detailed defense plan was prepared, but does not 
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mention any attack plan. We do know, however, that such plans existed, and the 
concentration of troops around Hanoi was no defensive measure.” One army cadre, 
Ngo Van Chieu, confided to his diary that there was indeed an attack plan. The Tu 
Ve were to attack French civilians and soldiers “locally,” while the army was to move 
in from the outside, seize the Citadel, eliminate the French there, and form a shock 
unit with whatever equipment they could find.** 

On Sainteny’s first day in Hanoi, the Tong Bo published a warning in Cuu Quoc, 
the Viet Minh mouthpiece, that the French reactionaries were invading Bac Bo. If 
this continued, the invaders would get to know the courage and force of the Viet- 
namese people. The Vietnamese people did not like war, but how many times had 
they not fought for their independence? They had drowned the Chinese soldiers of 
the Mongols at Bach Dang and buried alive the troops of the Qing (Thanh) at Dong 
Da: “We do not want anything excessive. We simply wish our homeland to be in- 
dependent, and we are determined to sacrifice our blood and our bones to protect 
this independence. We are prepared.” Another article, on December 5, declared: 
“To resist is to live, not to resist is to die” Tong Bo demanded that the government 
take “decisive measures?” This proclamation must have been meant both as a warn- 
ing to the French and an assurance to the Viet Minh’s many angry compatriots that 
it would not tolerate any further concessions. In the period after its publication, 
Vietnamese censorship concentrated on suppressing the most violently anti-French 
articles.” 

One of the young and angry Vietnamese was the father of the historian Duong 
Trung Quoc. He felt it disgraceful to live in safety in Sontay outside the capital when 
the nation was in danger, so he asked his father for permission to join the volun- 
teer forces in the capital. Quoc’s grandfather refused, arguing that he and his wife 
were old and would have to rely on their only son to care for them, and that he should 
think of his young wife and unborn child. The angry young man did not give up, 
however, and finally his father said that if he could convince his mother, he could 
go. The son entreated his mother to let him join the fight and got her permission. 
So Quoc’s father left his parents and young wife to enroll in the militia inside 
Hanoi. 

On December 1, a SEHAN report claimed that Giap was planning to carry out 
an attack in Hanoi on the night of December 5-6. He had allegedly told someone 
in confidence that he preferred to see things realistically: it would take time for the 
French to return to reason. When they “have spilled ten or hundred times more 
blood than hitherto, then they will understand that they must seek détente with us? 
It would be better now to open fire oneself than to wait for the French to take ac- 
tion. Giap reportedly said that he had field guns, mortars, and 35,000 men. More of 
the civilian population would be evacuated, and assault sections would be formed. 

Such “humint” reports, based on what could be picked up from informers in Hanoi, 
conformed well with French “sigint” intelligence based on intercepted radio messages 
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between the south and north of Vietnam. On December 2, a message Nguyen Binh 
had sent Giap on November 28 was deciphered by the French. Binh’s advice to Giap 
corresponded with what actually happened three weeks later: sabotage the waterworks 
and electric power station; destroy the bridge connecting the city to the airfield; block 
the streets. The French also intercepted Giap’s answer, dated November 30: “In full 
agreement with your intentions. We are preparing ourselves. As soon as the news of 
the French attack on Hanoi is confirmed, all the fronts in Nam Bo should attack si- 
multaneously?” A new telegram from Binh, dated December 8, again urged Giap to 
abandon all illusions. Binh asked if combat was continuing in Haiphong and Lang- 
son and asked for permission to start his own offensive.” 

On December 9, the Sûreté chief reported that the Vietnamese government was 
feverishly preparing for the worst and was ready to use force. If the French com- 
mand left the “Annamite leaders” at the current dead end, they were likely to open 
hostilities.” This was what đArgenlieu hoped for, but other reports from Hanoi were 
less pleasing to the high commissioner, whose greatest fear must have been to see 
things drag out so long that Ho Chi Minh would manage to establish contact with 
a new French government. When Sainteny arrived in Hanoi, he did not detect any 
immediate Vietnamese plans to attack. In the following days, there were reports of 
possible attacks, first on December 5, then on December 12, but by mid-December, 
Sainteny concluded that the Annamite government did not intend to start a gen- 
eral conflict.!09 

Morliére’s and Sainteny’s impression that the Vietnamese leaders were confused 
and had no intention of attacking does not conform with the reports of the French 
intelligence services. We have no way of knowing how seriously they took the in- 
telligence, or which service they most relied on. The 2° Bureau in Saigon charac- 
terized the attitudes of the main Vietnamese leaders on December 6: “Mr. Giap has 
taken all precautions to avoid being surprised in case of a rupture. Personally, he 
feels ready to face an armed conflict. On the internal level, no one is capable of op- 
posing his decisions. His authority moreover goes beyond the military framework. 
Member of the top level of the Viet Minh Front, he enjoys an undeniable political 
prestige; through the numerous clients he has managed to cultivate, he has numerous 
contacts, in particular in the Ministry of the Interior and the Vietnamese Sôreté. 
Ambitious, young, energetic, violent, he is at the moment a candidate for dictator” 

Vis-à-vis Giap, Ho Chi Minh “played an enigmatic role,’ the 2° Bureau said. It 
might be that he really supported the policy of violence and was just letting Giap 
take responsibility for carrying it out, so that he would be able to disavow it in case 
of defeat. Yet he seemed eager for détente. Everything was being kept ready to re- 
sume the armed struggle, but “certain documents” indicated that it would not be 
set in motion “unless a serious incident took place in Hanoi.” In conclusion: “All 
the military preparations have been put in place in order to provoke a general state 
of hostility throughout Indochina, based on however small an incident. Spurred on 
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by its chief, Vo Nguyen Giap, the Vietnamese Army, which constitutes the extrem- 
ist and anti-French section of the regime,” is ready to take the plunge. But it re- 
mains to be discovered to what extent President Ho Chi Minh will let the Army 
take over from the civilian authorities and launch a struggle that may have serious 
consequences for the future of his government?!” 

The SEHAN continued to provide intelligence on the Vietnamese military 
preparations, indicating among other things that Giap intended to instill fear into 
French civilians.1© It also on December 7 reported that a meeting of the Viet Minh 
Struggle Front had been held three days earlier. A certain “Le Van Nhanh”—an un- 
known alias—had made a distinction between the policy of the government and of 
the front. The government wanted peace to avoid the spilling of blood and consol- 
idate its position. The Viet Minh Struggle Front was, by contrast, firmly resolved to 
fight and would go beyond the government's orders if the military situation de- 
manded it. Three days later, the SEHAN conveyed that Ho and Giap no longer left 
each others side and were living in a state of constant alert. It held that Ho Chi Minh 
preferred that the tension be reduced peacefully; more time was needed to digest 
the political results obtained, but in case of rupture, he would certainly rally to the 
cause of those fighting the French troops. The SEHAN also learned that Giap had 
given the order to complete all military preparations by December 12, that the build- 
ings of the Ministry of National Defense would have to be emptied by that time, 
and that a new section of death squads, including many common criminals, had 
been formed on Giap’s orders. 

Other special services intercepted the exchange of telegrams between Hanoi and 
the Vietnamese authorities in the south. Le Duan, who would lead the Vietnamese 
Communist Party as secretary-general from 1960 to his death in 1986, and was po- 
litical commissar in Nam Bo in 1946, reportedly radioed Hanoi on December 8 that 
“only a protracted general war can resolve the question of Vietnam sovereignty.” 
Shortly afterward, according to these intercepts, Hanoi instructed Nguyen Binh to 
launch a general attack on all French positions as of December 12. According to a 
later report, this order had been given by Pham Van Dong, “special delegate of Pres- 
ident Ho Chi Minh for the south,” but if this was the case, then the order could not 
have come from Hanoi. Dong had already gone south and was now operating in 
Quang Ngai. Intelligence files are always full of dubious claims, amid more reliable 
information. A series of orders, signed Binh and dated from December 14 to 17, 
ordered all fighting units in Nam Bo to “resume their activities and attack the en- 
emy in order to oblige him to respect our interests.” At first, a general attack against 
Saigon-Cholon was said to have been decided upon. Then apparently it was can- 
celed.! It is difficult to say whether the intelligence reports reflected a really ex- 
isting confusion on the Vietnamese side or if it was the intelligence services them- 
selves that were confused. 

Moret estimated, on December 8, that 70 percent of Hanoi’s population had al- 
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ready been evacuated and that the government was preparing itself feverishly for 
the worst: “The ostentation that it brings to this makes it likely that it is ‘playing 
poker’ against us. But well-informed people generally think that if it is driven to 
use force, it will accept this eventuality. No retreat seems possible any longer, and 
if the French command leaves the Annamite leaders in the dead end where they 
have placed themselves, without making substantial concessions, then they will go 
to war.” Moret was, with good reason, anxious about the French civilians in Hanoi: 


The problem of protecting the civilian population is not simple. The military author- 
ities will see to this to the extent possible, of course, but on the other hand, many 
[French civilian] men have been armed by us. It must be recognized that the inter- 
weaving of French and Annamite houses that characterizes Hanoi city makes it prob- 
lematic for an army that cannot disperse its effort and that will be finding important 
obstacles on its axes of advance, to ensure the protection [of the civilians]. The first 
moments in an armed phase of the current crisis may cause losses among the French 
population, and no one is oblivious to the fact that the plan of the Annamite com- 
mand includes the capture of as many hostages as possible. 


On December 10, Moret summoned the heads of the eight sectors where the French 
civilians lived and expressed a desire that they concentrate the population. Moret 
drew up an evacuation plan for 400 civilians, but hesitated to carry it out, since it 
would likely entail looting, housing problems, and perhaps violent incidents, and 
because it could not go undetected and would therefore be exploited in Vietnamese 
propaganda. In the evening, he discussed the plan with Sainteny, but the military 
command considered it premature: “If the situation gets worse, I'll take up the ques- 
tion again, Moret concluded.’ This seems strange in light of the fact that an 
intelligence report had warned of a likely Vietnamese general attack on Decem- 
ber 12. That day, guerrilla activities intensified somewhat in Cochinchina, but in 
Tonkin, it passed without any significant disturbance. The French assumed that the 
attack had been called off, possibly because the Vietnamese leaders were waiting 
for the French National Assembly to designate Bidaults successor. Sainteny dis- 
cussed the Vietnamese government apparent change of mind and how this might 
relate to political developments in France. Articles in the French press indicating a 
possible reversal of French policy might have influenced the Vietnamese. Ho Chi 
Minh was at any rate adopting a moderate approach, said Sainteny, and little seemed 
to indicate that the government was ready to initiate fighting. A later report estab- 
lished by Sainteny’s staff about all the incidents occurring between the French and 
the Vietnamese in the streets since the barricades had been put up noted that the 
Vietnamese liaison officers had done everything possible to prevent such incidents 
from spreading.’ 

According to a SEHAN informer, a plenary meeting of the Vietnamese govern- 
ment, held on December 14 around 6 p.m., adopted a twin strategy of waiting for 
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the new French government to take a position and pushing preparations for mili- 
tary resistance in all areas. Christmas Day was seen as a possible date for an attack. 
Two opinions stood against each other in the government, the informer said. Nam 
and Giam remained moderate and wanted to reach an arrangement with France. 
Giap, the military, and the other ministers were, however, in favor of a politique de 
force. General Quang Trung, who was incorrectly said by the SEHAN informers to 
be the president's chief of staff, reportedly agreed with Giap. Another French intel- 
ligence service had been speculating only two weeks earlier that the real commander 
of the Vietnamese garrison in Hanoi was Hoang Quoc Viet, operating under the 
name Quang Trung, but neither Hoang Quoc Viet nor the real Quang Trung were 
actually in Hanoi at this stage. Quang Trung had gone south. 

According to the SEHAN, Ho Chi Minh himself was completely unable to make 
up his mind. Yet another intelligence unit, the 2° Bureau of the Navy, made the fol- 
lowing assessment of the president’s attitude: “He seems ready to discuss our de- 
mands in order to prevent a rupture, provided that their form is modified, since the 
current terms are deemed too humiliating to be accepted publicly. This point of view 
has, by the way, only been expressed in conversations, which the president has been 
keen to keep strictly private. His attitude seems to be to want to drag things out, in 
the firm hope that the change of government in France will bring about a reversal 
of our policy in Indochina?! 

In an unofficial report to Saigon on the situation in Hanoi as of December 15, an 
anonymous author, whose advice was probably taken seriously by Pignon, since he 
filed it together with other important documents, said there was little chance that 
the Vietnamese command would order its troops to open fire in Hanoi. Several se- 
rious incidents had given it opportunities to do so. “According to the view of every- 
body, it is [therefore] in our interest to take the initiative in the operations? 1% 

On December 15, the local resistance committee at Dong Da (close to Hanoi) 
met with Tran Huy Lieu. A French informer who was present reported that Tran 
Huy Lieu had just come from a meeting with Ho Chi Minh. Someone asked Lieu 
if China might intervene. He answered that the rumors of an impending Chinese 
intervention might not be without foundation, yet he thought this improbable. 
China would not want to move troops into Vietnam as long as there were French 
troops there. Still, the prospect of Chinese intervention might in itself have a pos- 
itive effect. The fear that both the French and the Chinese had of getting into war 
with each other might be exploited the same way it had been utilized in March, in 
order to prevent an open conflict. Lieu believed that the political situation in the 
world might become more favorable later for the cause of Vietnam’s quest for in- 
dependence. If a conflict were to break out at present, then Indochina would be- 
come a vast battlefield and “we would regret that we had been unable to control 
our temper.”!!° 
By December 15, it may be assessed that Ho and at least some of his advisors 
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still believed that it might be possible to avoid a full-scale war. They knew that Giap 
had a plan to attack the French in Hanoi, and to hold parts of the city as long as 
possible, but they only wanted to let him do so if it could be ascertained that the 
French were about to take the initiative themselves. 

If there is any accuracy in what the SEHAN informer reported, Tran Huy Lieu 
was right also to consider the international aspects of the problem. One of the rea- 
sons why the French government was reluctant to let dArgenlieu and Valluy go all 
the way down the line they had chosen and break completely with the Viet Minh, 
was its concern about international repercussions. Yet this concern had been con- 
siderably reduced. Franklin D. Roosevelt was long gone. Chiang Kai-shek had with- 
drawn all of his troops, and in his capacity as U.S. President Harry Truman's envoy 
to China, General George C. Marshall had not been able to prevent the Guomin- 
dang from fighting it out with Mao’s Red Army. The French also knew that Amer- 
ica was reluctant to put pressure on France in Asia, since this might turn France 
against the United States in Europe and help fuel the French Communist Party’s 
propaganda machine. Paradoxically, the French Communist Party and the United 
States both wanted France to make concessions to Vietnamese nationalism, but nei- 
ther was prepared to push for this in public, giving priority to the French political 
scene and the French role in an increasingly divided Europe. 


A SILENCED AMERICAN 


The day Sainteny met Ho in Hanoi, Valluy received a modestly distinguished guest 
in the high commissioner’s palace in Saigon. In order to impress him and give him 
a false sense of being welcome, Valluy took the unusual step of taking him out to 
inspect the high commissioner’s guard of honor, something heads of state do when 
welcoming other heads of state. In this case, an interim high commissioner did it 
for a foreign ministry section chief—but that ministry was the U.S. Department 
of State. Also present at the inspection were the other members of the triumvirate 
that ran French Indochina in November-December 1946: the political schemer 
Pignon and the financial controller Gonon. If d'Argenlieu had been there, the guest 
would no doubt have been received on a warship and treated to a salute from Navy 
big guns. 

Abbot Low Moffat headed the Southeast Asia Division in the Department of 
State. Like his boss, John Carter Vincent, director of the Office of Far Eastern Affairs, 
Moffat belonged to a circle of enlightened U.S. diplomats who knew something about 
Asia, and thus did their country the service of preventing it from engaging too heav- 
ily in trying to save Chiang Kai-shek’s moribund regime. Hence they became vic- 
tims of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s vitriolic attacks in the 1950s against the un- 
American sin of thinking before acting. Moffat was strongly preoccupied by the 
dangerous rise of communism in Asia, but also convinced that the only way of coun- 
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tering it was to accommodate the national aspirations of the Asian peoples. Moffat 
rated Indochina as a strategically important territory and did not trust the ability 
of France, whose major interests were in Europe and North Africa, to protect it. He 
wrote a number of internal memorandums criticizing French intransigence, which, 
he said, would push the Indochinese into the arms of the communists. Moffat had 
convinced himself that France should be made an offer it could not refuse: Anglo- 
American mediation in Indochina. His boss, John Carter Vincent, had taken up 
the idea in September, only to see it rejected by the State Department’s European 
Office and top leadership, so in October, Vincent had made it clear that the United 
States would intervene diplomatically in Indochina only if asked to do so by the 
parties directly involved.!!! The French would never ask the United States to get in- 
volved, however, and before going to Saigon, Moffat again argued, both in the De- 
partment of State and vis-a-vis the British Foreign Office, that it was urgent to offer 
mediation. 

DArgenlieu and Valluy were probably not aware of Moffat’s personal views, but 
they were not exactly happy to receive a visitor from a country that, without even 
asking de Gaulles opinion, had imposed the onerous Chinese occupation on north- 
ern Indochina. The high commissioner bowed, however, to the French Foreign Min- 
istry’s insistence that one could not refuse to receive a representative of the United 
States, and that Moffat moreover was not on a mission with a specific aim.!!? The 
French ambassador in Washington also emphasized that Moffat had contributed per- 
sonally to the agreement reached with Thailand on November 17 to return the Cam- 
bodian and Laotian provinces taken from French Indochina in 1941.15 

Moffat expressed a strong desire to visit Tonkin, where Sainteny was dismayed 
by the idea of having to receive one of “these American tourists.” The commissioner 
had unpleasant memories of Archimedes L. Patti, a U.S. intelligence officer of Greek- 
Sicilian heritage who in cooperation with local Chinese authorities had delayed Sain- 
teny’s departure from Kunming to Hanoi for several days after the Japanese sur- 
render on August 15, 1945, and subsequently, on September 2, had dressed up in 
his best uniform to hear Ho denounce French colonialism, quoting the U.S. Dec- 
laration of Independence of 1776. Moffat was allowed to come to Hanoi, but Sain- 
teny demanded that he should under no circumstances see Haiphong.!!“ When he 
arrived in Saigon, Moffat had actually not yet heard about the French conquest of 
Haiphong—a good illustration of how little the international press had written about 
it. Not a single journalist had visited the city after its destruction, and the Western 
press, communist newspapers included, had mostly just reprinted the official news 
bulletins from the AFP and AP, which generally referred to the massacre perpe- 
trated there by the French as an incident provoked by the Vietnamese. 

Moffat stayed ten days in Indochina, from December 2 to 12, and was in Hanoi 
for three days, from December 6 to 8. Letters he wrote to his wife give a fascinat- 
ing glimpse into the climate among key figures in the weeks before the outbreak of 
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war.!! Moffat was struck by the quality of the top French leaders in Saigon, Pignon 
in particular, but he found the quality of the lower-rank French administrators de- 
plorable. Dr. Thinh’s mediocre successor as Cochinchinese president, Le Van Hoach, 
also did not make an indelible impression. Desperately troubled by the visit of such 
a distinguished visitor, Hoach called U.S. Consul Reed “Monsieur l'Ambassadeur” 
and seemed to think that Moffat was the secretary of state. 

The situation in Hanoi shook Moffat deeply. This was the first time in his life he 
had been to a place so thoroughly marked by a psychosis of war. He was distressed 
to discover that in three days, he managed to raise a hesitant responding grin from 
just one single child. Both parties told him that his presence was contributing to a 
momentary détente, since it would mean a loss of face if hostilities broke out in the 
presence of a high-ranking visitor. The cocktails and receptions given in his honor 
allowed Morlière and Nam, Lami and Giap, Sainteny and Giam to converse ami- 
cably around glasses of wine. Sainteny and Morlière felt it strange to offer toasts to 
men who might, at any time, become their mortal enemies. Moffat saw nothing 
wrong in trying to reconcile enemies and launched himself into an improvised 
speech in French, toasting “Monsieur Talleyrand Sainteny” The comparison was 
surely meant as a reference to the skills Talleyrand had displayed during the peace 
conference in Vienna in 1814-15, and not to his earlier contributions to Napoleon's 
subjugation of Europe. 

Moffat deliberately sought out the key Vietnamese leaders. He did not warm to 
Giap; he had always been disconcerted by men with deadpan faces, he confided to 
his wife. Giap seemed to him to be the “ideal” intelligent communist leader, a pro- 
totype, even a caricature. Giap admitted to him that the Vietnamese would not per- 
haps win a confrontation with France, but in any event, the French would not win 
either, since the Vietnamese armed forces would always be able to continue the fight. 
Even with their tanks and planes and guns, the French would therefore be beaten 
eventually. Moffat and U.S. Vice-Consul O’Sullivan asked him if he did not fear the 
heavy loss of human life. Giap replied that it was necessary to make sacrifices, sac- 
rifices, sacrifices. He stated emphatically, however, that Vietnam would not make 
the first move. Many years later, on June 23, 1997, another American, former U.S. 
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, came to meet Giap in the Vietnamese Gov- 
ernment Guest House, the former Résidence supérieure du Tonkin, Hos presiden- 
tial palace in 1945-46. On McNamara’s mind were thoughts similar to those that 
had preoccupied Moffat and O’Sullivan in 1946. Could the war have been avoided? 
Had it been worth all the sacrifice? McNamara spent a full hour in the same room 
as Giap, but he never got to talk to him. Giap gave a lecture instead about the will 
of the Vietnamese people to resist: We fought because we had to fight. If necessary 
we would have been willing to fight for a hundred years. Because of our determi- 
nation, we achieved our national independence almost a hundred years earlier than 
we might otherwise have done. There had been, he admitted, some friends who said 
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the Vietnamese could not win; he did not want to name them. However, he him- 
self had always been convinced that the Vietnamese people could win. The United 
States, just like France before it, had made a strategic error when it intervened in 
Vietnam, Giap said in 1997. The winners of the war were the Vietnamese people 
and also all the progressive, peace-loving people in the world, including the pro- 
gressive, peace-loving people in the United States who had opposed the war. This 
was not what McNamara had wanted to hear. He was searching for specific mis- 
takes, mistakes the avoidance of which could have shortened or limited the suffer- 
ing that the war had entailed. But the man with the deadpan face was consistent to 
the end. Moffat and McNamara got the same basic answer. H6 

Moffat liked Giam much better, but the latter made a blunder many leftist politi- 
cians make when meeting an American for the first time. He thought Moffat, as a 
representative of the world’s leading capitalist power, would be looking for invest- 
ment opportunities and military bases. So he held out the enticement of juicy op- 
portunities that American enterprises would find in Vietnam if it became inde- 
pendent, and hinted that the United States might be able to take over the French 
strategic base at Cam Ranh Bay. This was not what Moffat wanted to hear. The neg- 
ative consequences that a colonial war might have for the economic, social, and po- 
litical well-being of France were the State Department’s main concern. Moffat and 
Vincent were also concerned about the stability of Asia, important for the recon- 
struction of Japan. Thus Moffat was interested to see the French and Vietnamese 
get on with each other, not to arrange for U.S. companies or the U.S. Navy to take 
over French assets. To impress Moffat, Giam should rather have spoken about the 
Vietnamese determination to respect French property and take care of French busi- 
ness interests. It is possible that Giam realized his mistake and dropped a word to 
President Ho, for he chose a different approach when Moffat came to see him. 

On his own initiative, Moffat paid a visit to Ho Chi Minh. Sainteny was furious 
when he heard about this, because it was not a part of the agreed program. Sain- 
teny had been given the mission to push Ho into a corner where he would have to 
choose between a confrontation and an agreement on French terms. Moffat’s visit 
could frustrate this mission, he thought, by puffing up Ho’s pride and making him 
believe in miracles. Ho, who had fallen ill after the Haiphong massacre, received 
the U.S. representative in bed. He spoke with a faltering voice about the friendship 
and admiration he felt for the United States and for the Americans he had known 
in the jungle during their common war against Japan. They had treated the An- 
namese as equals. He spoke of his desire to build up Vietnam in cooperation with 
the French so that his people might be better off, and said they wanted the freedom 
to seek friends among other countries along with France so as to secure the capi- 
tal needed to develop the country. France was now too poor to provide sufficient 
capital on its own. He knew, he said, that the United States did not like commu- 
nism, but that was not his aim. If he could secure Vietnam independence, this 
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would be enough for his lifetime: “Perhaps fifty years from now [1996] the United 
States will be communist . . . and then they will not object if Vietnam is also.” Ho 
Chi Minh’s English was a little hesitant, but Moffat got his message, “a smiling and 
friendly ‘Don't worry.” Ho ended by stressing his desire for peace, notwithstand- 
ing that he did not feel that Vietnam could bow to the most recent French demands. 

Our main source for Moffat’s visit is the letters he sent to his wife, which were 
published in 1972, in connection with the U.S. Senate’s inquiry into the roots of the 
Vietnamese tragedy.!! If these letters had been the only source available on the 
meeting between Moffat and Ho, then we would have to conclude that Moffat him- 
self said nothing, except expressing a hope for a peaceful settlement. D’Argenlieu’s 
intelligence services, however, soon learned from a Vietnamese source that Moffat 
had expressed a “desire” that Vietnam appeal to the United Nations. This led the 
French foreign minister to ask the State Department if this was U.S. policy. While 
still in Southeast Asia, Moffat was asked from home about the French allegations. 
He denied having expressed any such desire.!!8 If so, this was probably just as well, 
because when he returned from Hanoi to Saigon on December 9, a telegram from 
his boss John Carter Vincent was waiting for him, which had no doubt been seen, 
perhaps even instigated, by the State Department’s European Office. It instructed 
Moffat to avoid giving any impression that the United States intended to interfere 
with French Indochina policy, saying: “Any publicity would be unfortunate.” 

Yet Vincent was keen to see an agreement negotiated between France and Viet- 
nam. The State Department had just instructed the U.S. ambassador to Paris, he 
said, to warn the French government against an intransigence that could not but 
serve the interest of the extremists, who would take advantage of it to burn their 
bridges with the West. Vincent would like to know the strength of the noncom- 
munist nationalists and reminded Moffat of “the well-known past of Ho Chi Minh 
as an agent of international communism? 

Moffat answered that the Vietnamese government was clearly in the hands of a 
small group of communists, who most likely were in indirect contact with Moscow 
and directly with Yenan (Mao’s wartime capital). But he thought the Hanoi leaders 
were above all nationalists, using the techniques and discipline of the communists 
in their fight for national independence, and that they were willing to postpone the 
realization of a communist society. He had reached this conclusion after his con- 
versations with Pignon and Ho Chi Minh. Moffat further emphasized the impor- 
tance of the French presence in Indochina to the defense of Western interests in 
Asia. He perceived threats, not only from Moscow, but even more from “future Chi- 
nese imperialism.” The indispensable French presence could only be maintained at 
the price of an agreement with the Vietnamese government. He did not think there 
would be any all-out war, since both parties wished to avoid it, but he nonetheless 
suggested in conclusion that the United States should offer its “neutral good 
offices”!” This proposal did not get any support in Washington, however, where 


THE FRENCH TRAP 185 


the top-level diplomats and other makers of foreign policy were determined to avoid 
disturbing the U.S. relationship with France. 

The Vietnamese had actually grasped the principal reason for American and 
British nonintervention early on. Instructions from the Administrative Commit- 
tee in Nam Bo, dated October 17, 1946, asked rhetorically why the United States 
and Great Britain had turned their backs on the Vietnamese revolution. The an- 
swer was brief: “They have agreed to include France among the great powers to get 
it to side with them? The Nam Bo section of the Indochinese Communist Party 
also later asked the same question, and answered: “Internationally, France is one of 
the great powers in the U.N.—because of its privileged position in Europe, the pow- 


ers all compete for its favor”120 


DITHERING 


To disentangle the complex web of action and inaction that triggered the outbreak 
of war on December 19, 1946, one needs to view the chronology of events in Hanoi, 
Saigon, and Paris in combination, as Philippe Devillers does in Paris Saigon Hanoi: 
Les archives de la guerre, 1944-1947, a documentary volume edited by him and pub- 
lished in 1988. The tragedy played out simultaneously in three places. French de- 
cision-makers performed on all three stages, with varying degrees of communica- 
tion and coordination among themselves. Although the actual events took place 
in Hanoi, the key decisions were taken by the actors in Saigon, but in constant fear 
of being overruled, held accountable, or thrown out by the squabbling fools in Paris. 
This was why the Saigon actor-manager đArgenlieu spent the whole crisis back- 
stage in the metropolis, struggling to save himself and his Indochinese Federation 
from any direct contact between Paris and Hanoi. Saigon’s vacillation between open 
belligerence, provocations, waiting games, subtle pressures, and the laying of traps 
in the four weeks from the Haiphong massacre to the fateful night of December 19, 
1946 reflected, not only their expectations concerning the behavior of the Viet- 
namese government in Hanoi, but even more their need to thwart any harmful in- 
trusion from their own government in Paris. 

Pignon wrote on December 17: “It is easy to see that the situation was notably 
influenced, I would even say commanded, by the metropolitan political situation 
shaped by November 10. . . . There is no doubt that the results of the elections to 
the metropolitan National Assembly created premature hopes and illusions in the 
Hanoi leadership, which would prove perilous.”!”! Pignon’s point was a valid one, 
that the victory of the French Left created false hopes among Vietnamese leftists. 
This danger was reflected in Pignon’s own anxiety. The French elections inspired 
the Vietnamese leaders to think that they might hold on to their capital and reopen 
negotiations with France in January 1947, as stipulated in the modus vivendi agree- 
ment. For the French leaders in Saigon, this was what they feared most, because it 
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would once more boost the local and international legitimacy of the Viet Minh and 
its republic. 

The four weeks from November 23 to December 19 correspond to four distinct 
phases in the evolution of Saigon’s tactics. In the first week up to November 30, 
Saigon thought, and probably hoped, that a general conflict would evolve as a di- 
rect result of what had happened at Haiphong and Langson and the November 28 
ultimatum. During this period, Sainteny was retained in Saigon. In the second week, 
from December 1 to 7, Valluy and Pignon prepared to move on two fronts: troops 
from Haiphong were to push gradually forward toward Hanoi in order to open and 
secure the main road, while Sainteny held talks with the Vietnamese leaders. The 
troop movements would provoke reactions, which could be used as a pretext for a 
police action against the extremists in the government and the Tong Bo. In the third 
week, from December 8 to 14, Saigon demurred and postponed both the reopen- 
ing of the road and the police action. In the fourth week, from December 15 to 19, 
Saigon urged Sainteny and Morlière to adopt a tougher line. This led to serious 
incidents in Hanoi on December 17 and 18, which were used by the French to 
justify new demands, put forward on December 18 and on the morning of Decem- 
ber 19. 

During the first week, the newly elected French National Assembly had not yet 
held its first meeting, and no one knew who would lead the next French govern- 
ment. The Cominindo met on November 23 and 29, and Bidaults coalition cabi- 
net met for the last time on November 28. Bidault formally resigned that day, but 
he continued as a leader of a caretaker government. The Cominindo meetings did 
not publicly revoke the modus vivendi agreement, as đArgenlieu had wanted, but 
gave a green light for using force against the guerrillas based in the south and seemed 
to accept what Valluy had done in Haiphong. Representatives of the most impor- 
tant ministries drafted a set of secret instructions for dArgenlieu, but could not agree 
on them at the November 29 meeting, so the instructions were not ready until De- 
cember 10, in the third week. It was still unclear who the next French premier would 
be, but on December 12, the socialist veteran Léon Blum, who had not taken part 
in the preparation of the instructions, took it upon himself to form a new cabinet 
and was elected premier by the National Assembly. After abortive talks with the 
leaders of the PCF and the MRP, Blum realized that he would be unable to put a 
coalition together and formed an all-socialist cabinet instead on December 16, re- 
taining Marius Moutet as minister for Overseas France. On December 17, reflect- 
ing complex negotiations among all the political parties and a general appreciation 
of the need to overcome the cabinet crisis so that the newly adopted constitution 
of the French Fourth Republic could enter into force, Blum’s cabinet won a vote of 
confidence of the National Assembly, with only two representatives dissenting. On 
the following day, Bidault handed over the keys to his offices to Blum, who, like his 
predecessor, combined the premiership at the Hôtel Matignon with responsibility 
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for foreign affairs at the Quai đOrsay. On the evening of December 18, a couple of 
hours before the following day’s sunrise in Vietnam, Blum’s cabinet met for the first 
time. 

The first phase in Saigon’s dithering thus corresponds to a period during which 
Bidault’s cabinet was assuring the high commissioner of its full support; the second 
and third phases were during Bidault’s caretaker government, when the outcome 
of the political crisis was unknown. And the fourth week of subtle pressures and 
the laying of traps coincided with Blum taking office. 

Let us summarize the communication between Paris and Saigon during the four 
weeks of wavering. The first reaction from Paris to Valluy’s occupation of Haiphong 
was a telegram of approval from d’Argenlieu, who declared that Valluy’s instruc- 
tions to Morliére were in accord with French government policy as defined at the 
meeting of the Cominindo on November 23.!?2 D’Argenlieu also sent Valluy a sum- 
mary of the proceedings, which had been read by Moutet as well as by Army Min- 
ister Michelet and approved by Bidault. It authorized Valluy to disregard the cease- 
fire in Cochinchina and “reduce agitation by force?!” DArgenlieu assured Valluy 
that he would have a free hand militarily and urged him to further increase his vig- 
ilance.'** Valluy conveyed the good news to the French commissioners in Saigon, 
Nha Trang, and Hanoi on November 27. He told them that further instructions 
would arrive from Paris after the next Cominindo meeting on November 29. In the 
meantime, they should let their action be inspired by Bidault and Moutet’s firm dec- 
larations of support. Valluy also urged them to let the firm position of the French 
government be known through “calculated indiscretion.” 2 The reassuring messages 
from Paris must have inspired the “ultimatum without deadline” that Valluy ordered 
Morliére to give Giap on November 28. However, the ultimatum did not lead to any 
violent Vietnamese response, and the Cominindo meeting on November 29 did not 
please Valluy and d'Argenlieu as much as the previous one. It did not adopt the prom- 
ised government instructions, and Admiral Barjot was asking inquisitive questions. 
Thus the situation remained unclear on November 30, when Valluy took his deci- 
sion to send Sainteny to Hanoi. 

Sainteny’s clumsy attempts to provoke a split between Vietnamese moderates and 
extremists characterized the second week. The other element in Saigon’s approach 
was the planned push west along the Haiphong-Hanoi road, which had been cut 
at several places. On December 5, Morliére declared himself ready to start clearing 
the road as soon as reinforcements arrived in Haiphong.!? Sainteny, however, 
warned that this might lead to a general conflagration and proposed that the op- 
eration be postponed until the precise position of Paris was known.!””? When he 
received this warning, Valluy had just learned from d’Argenlieu that the second 
meeting of the Cominindo had confirmed Valluy’s position, but that no public 
declaration could be expected from Bidault’s caretaker government.!”3 Valluy 
thought this was sufficiently reassuring to ignore the warning from Sainteny and 
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instructed him to demand of the Vietnamese government both the reopening of 
the Haiphong-Hanoi road and the removal of all blockhouses, barricades, and mines 
in Hanoi. To make himself clear, Valluy added that once Sainteny received the or- 
der to “open the essential road by force, you cannot but conform to it”? This ad- 
monition was addressed to the political commissioner, not the military com- 
mander. By December 5-6, Valluy was thus preparing for a clean break. He sent 
two long telegrams to Paris warning that war was imminent, asking for a firm gov- 
ernment declaration, and emphasizing the positive effect that a firm position in the 
north would have on the political climate in Cochinchina. In the first cable, he de- 
clared that Morlières failure to implement legitimate and even indispensable local 
countermeasures could not be tolerated much longer. It was indispensable that the 
Haiphong-Hanoi road be opened in a matter of days, and if it had to be done by 
force, the chance of localizing the conflict would be minimal: “It is my duty to warn 
the government of the almost inevitable rupture that the hatred and insincerity of 
the Hanoi government are leading us to? The only way of perhaps precluding the 
rupture would be to deprive the extremist elements of their last hope by issuing a 
government declaration affirming the determination of France to intensify its mil- 
itary effort and reestablish peace and order.!*° In the second cable, the interim high 
commissioner commented on the recent formation of a new Cochinchinese cabi- 
net, to succeed that of the deceased Dr. Thinh. Its success would depend on the 
French approach to Vietnam. If the northern crisis could be handled without France 
retreating, the fear in the south of “Vietnamese elements” could be reduced. The 
new, more vigilant Cochinchina policy would then bear fruit, and the population 
would recover the spirit of self-defense needed to resist the rebels and quell them, 
with French support.'*! These two telegrams were more candid than đArgenlieu 
would have wanted. Valluy cannot have trusted the admiral’s ability to cover his ac- 
tions in Paris. Valluy’s alarmist messages most likely led to heated discussions in 
Paris on Saturday, the 7th. 

On Sunday morning December 8, Valluy suddenly changed tack and instructed 
Sainteny to defer action.!32 This was the same day Admiral Barjot completed his sec- 
ond memorandum, criticizing Valluy for diverting the French military effort from 
south to north. In a set of new instructions issued that Sunday, Valluy asked Sain- 
teny and Morlière to avoid a generalization of the conflict until reinforcements had 
arrived from France, which they would do by January 15. In response to this “un- 
expected moderation,’ Morlière wrote his report of December 12, warning against 
the illusion that the peace could be preserved after the recent events. He must have 
been keen to avoid becoming the scapegoat if war broke out.!33 The need for rein- 
forcements cannot have been the real reason for Valluy’s sudden U-turn. He had 
just been arguing that it was urgent to start military operations, because the planned 
repatriation of experienced French troops in January would make the military sit- 
uation worse, not better. What else could explain his sudden change of heart? The 
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presence of Abbot Low Moffat perhaps. As we have seen, Moffat told his wife that 
his presence was regarded as a deterrent by both sides. He thought, however, that 
the reasons for the sudden lull in the crisis were “to be sought elsewhere.”!*4 He was 
undoubtedly right, for Moffat arrived in Saigon on December 3 and was in Hanoi 
on December 6. Valluy’s moderation only transpired on December 8. The only imag- 
inable cause for Valluy’s change of tack would seem to be a negative reaction from 
Paris to his December 6 cables. Someone high up must have got cold feet. It has not 
so far been possible to find any trace in the archives of immediate reactions from 
Paris to Valluy’s alarmist messages,'°> but they could have been conveyed by tele- 
phone. On Wednesday, the 11th, Laurentie drafted the unsent telegram referred to 
above for Moutet, and on the 12th, Bidault himself disapproved of Valluy’s course 
of action in the personally signed cable that was also cited above.'*° 

Whether the outgoing premier was sincere or writing for the record is uncer- 
tain. Suffice it to say that Bidault’s message must have shocked đArgenlieu and Val- 
luy, just when they learned that the Jewish socialist Blum, a man loathed by French 
conservatives for his pacifism, would form the next cabinet, with almost unanimous 
support from the French National Assembly. Valluy would later give a vivid, but 
rudimentary, account of Saigon’s disarray and the many telegrams he exchanged 
with đArgenlieu and the Cominindo. D’Argenlieu reproached him, he reveals, for 
having sent information directly to Bidault.!3” Few commanders are happy to take 
responsibility for actions that are not derived from explicit orders from above. For 
Valluy, it was not at this stage enough to trust đArgenlieu. He sent the chief of the 
high commissioner’s special military staff, Colonel Louis Le Puloch, by plane to Paris 
in order to sound out the government and find out if there was any policy. This was 
right after Le Puloch had seen Sainteny and Morliére in Hanoi. The colonel pre- 
sented his views to a meeting of the “Consultative Cominindo,’ assembling officials 
from the most important ministries on Saturday, December 14. Le Puloch recom- 
mended immediate military action, emphasizing the need to open the Haiphong- 
Hanoi road, and declared that the Vietnamese army would have to be regarded as 
an adversary. He estimated French military forces to be strong enough to control 
both Haiphong and Hanoi, reestablish communications between the two cities, and 
drive the Vietnamese government from its capital. Ho Chi Minh's government would 
then be unable to survive, because it would lose the financial basis necessary to main- 
tain a military fighting force. According to Le Puloch, it was necessary to seize the 
occasion to obtain the fulfillment of the military clauses laid down by General Mor- 
lière in the demands of November 28.'°8 

This raised strong objections from the young secretary-general of the Co- 
minindo, Pierre Messmer, who said it would create an impossible political situa- 
tion if France were to maintain a badly disguised indirect rule in the south while 
limiting its presence in the north to a few big cities. The only solution to the 
Cochinchinese problem was one in which the government in Hanoi took part. At 
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the tactical level, Messmer advised seeking a provisional arrangement with Ho Chi 
Minh and trying to bring about a split between his and Giap’s factions. The dis- 
couraging experiences with the autonomous government in Cochinchina showed 
it would be unwise just to make Ho disappear. Le Puloch replied that it would be 
difficult to obtain the desired split in the Vietnamese leadership, since Giap con- 
trolled both the Army and the police and had “practically removed Ho Chi Minh 
from power.’ Messmer warned against negative reactions from French and inter- 
national public opinion and stressed that if new incidents were to occur, the fault 
should not be on the French side. Le Puloch concluded the discussion by insisting 
that the actual military situation in Tonkin was favorable and that an instant effort, 
if the government so decided, could lead to a favorable settlement before the spring. 
It would be desirable to start military operations before the planned troop relief in 
January.!*? 

When Le Puloch returned to Saigon, he must have realized that Paris would not 
tolerate another Haiphong, but with Messmer’s words ringing in his ears—“if new 
incidents were to occur, the fault should not be on the French side”—he might as- 
sume that if only the adversary fired the first shots, then even a Blum government 
would have to rally behind the flag. If the new French cabinet were given time to 
get to work, however, the French cause in Indochina might be irreparably dam- 
aged. Ho Chi Minh would then have an opportunity to tell everyone what France 
had done in Haiphong. There was little time left to set out traps and get Giap to 
take the bait. 


ENTER BLUM 


Léon Blum was a man of great moral integrity. His Jewish background, antimili- 
tarism, and vast political experience had made him both one of the most insulted 
and respected politicians of the French Third Republic. In his political career, he 
was, like most politicians, often obliged to renounce his ideals and adjust to the ne- 
cessities of the hour. During World War I, his antimilitarist credentials made him 
suitable for mobilizing the French working class to die in the trenches. His well- 
known concern for socialist unity made him the most convincing spokesman for 
the minority that remained in the Section française de l’Internationale ouvrière 
(SFIO) after the left-wing majority—including the young Ho Chi Minh—broke away 
at its Tours Congress in 1920 to form the Section française de Internationale com- 
muniste (SFIC), joining the Leninist Third International, or Comintern, and be- 
coming the French Communist Party. In the 1930s, Blum’s skeptical attitude to so- 
cialist participation in cabinets of the capitalist state contributed to making him the 
unquestionable leader of the Popular Front government, and his friendship with 
the leaders of the Spanish Republic invested him with the moral authority to de- 
fend the French policy of nonintervention in the Spanish Civil War. The contrast 
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between what Blum wanted to do and what circumstances forced him to let hap- 
pen is unmistakable. 

From the safe house outside Hanoi where he secretly took refuge at the time, 
Ho Chi Minh sent a stream of appeals to Paris after the Haiphong debacle. On No- 
vember 27, Saigon forwarded a personal appeal from Ho to Bidault, begging for 
the cessation of hostilities in Haiphong and Langson.!# On December 6, Ho ap- 
pealed on the radio to the French National Assembly and the French government, 
asking them to order the French troops to return to the positions they had held be- 
fore November 20.4! His appeal was published by Le Populaire on December 9, just 
as the president of the French National Assembly was entrusting Léon Blum with 
forming a new government. Blum indirectly answered Ho’s appeal in an article pub- 
lished in Le Populaire on December 10. The difference between Blum’s public mes- 
sage and the secret governmental instructions Moutet signed that same day illus- 
trates the duplicity characterizing the French Left’s approach to decolonization. The 
PCF solved the problem with calculated silence, the SFIO with noisy hypocrisy. Yet 
Léon Blum was not himself a hypocrite. His tragedy was his sincerity, which made 
him useful to those needing to wash their hands of responsibility. In Blum’s De- 
cember 10 article, he went directly to the core of the problem, expressing his fear 
that France might go to war: 


The French government now has only two options. Either take back all or part of In- 
dochina by force of arms; or see to it that the agreement concluded last March with 
Vietnam has force, consistency, and durability [verfu, consistance et durée]. Either make 
use of military constraint or reestablish friendship and confidence. That is the sole 
choice, and let me add that I do not think it is possible to have any hesitation about 
which choice to make. . . . No, there is but one means, one only, to preserve the pres- 
tige of our civilization, our political and spiritual influence in Indochina, and also those 
of our legitimate material interests: that is sincere agreements on the basis of inde- 
pendence, confidence, friendship. .. . The general policy must be decided by Parlia- 
ment. Neither the military authorities nor the civilian colons in Indochina must de- 
cide, but the government in Paris. And when I say government, I do not mean any of 
these interministerial committees, who have not been more successful in the In- 
dochinese than in the German case, but the cabinet and the responsible minister. The 
new government will face the problem from its very first hours. Among all the rea- 
sons for pushing forward its formation, we should add this one.!? 


Blum’s article made a resounding impression in Paris, Saigon, and Hanoi, and his 
use of the word “independence” was highly controversial. Two days later, on De- 
cember 12, Blum was formally entrusted by the National Assembly, by 575 votes 
out of 583, to form the next French government, which went on to win a vote of 
confidence in the Assembly on December 17, with 544 votes to 2. In the debate pre- 
ceding the December 12 vote, Blum’s friend the Radical politician Edouard Her- 
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riot made an oblique reference to the controversial article in Le Populaire, saying 
that because of “certain articles in the press that have worried us; his own small 
party, the Rassemblement des gauches, had only reluctantly agreed to vote for Blum. 
Moutet, another of Blum’s close friends, interrupted Herriot: “There are some mo- 
ments when silence is a requirement for the action itself. . . . I can tell you that the 
policy carried out at the moment is not a policy of abandonment, and is not of a 
nature, despite everything, that will engage France in the adventures that some may 
desire [outcry in the Assembly], but that the country, of this Pm sure, could not 
sustain either intellectually or materially?” # Moutet’s certainty as to the French in- 
capacity to sustain a military adventure would soon be shattered. 

The opposition parties kept the silence demanded by Moutet on December 12 
and voted in favor of Blum, but that same day, the MRP issued a brochure on the 
Indochinese question demanding that the “French government, unanimously and 
in solidarity, with the support of public opinion as a whole, demonstrate its will 
to make the French presence in Indochina respected.” On the same day, Ho Chi 
Minh issued a protest to the French government against the deployment of French 
reinforcements in Da Nang, in contravention of the April 3 accords. This could 
not but stimulate the fear that a new French use of force was under way, Ho 
claimed. Valluy forwarded Ho’ protest to Paris, saying that this was “yet another 
example of the well-known intention of President Ho Chi Minh to correspond di- 
rectly with the French government, and circumvent the French authorities in In- 
dochina. . . . In fact, its in our interest to stress the preeminence of federal power 
in every way possible”1⁄4 

This contradicted what Blum had written in Le Populaire. Blum had said that 
the new government and its responsible minister would have to confront the Indo- 
chinese problem in its very first hours. Yet the cabinet could not start functioning 
before Blum had put it together. First, he needed time to consult the MRP and PCF 
and conclude on the impossibility of forging a coalition. On December 14, while 
Le Puloch was quarreling with Messmer, Blum had not yet formed his government. 
Yet he discussed Indochina with Moutet and đArgenlieu, and took the fateful de- 
cision to overrule the advice of his Socialist Party and keep đArgenlieu on as high 
commissioner.! 

Why? There is every reason to think that Blum and Moutet both wanted to get 
rid of the admiral; indeed the director of the Asia-Oceania Department in the Min- 
istry of Foreign Affairs had gone so far as to tell the U.S. ambassador on Decem- 
ber 3 that dArgenlieu’s replacement might prove desirable.“ Let us guess that the 
MRP made it a condition for supporting Blum’s government that đArgenlieu keep 
his post. On December 13, [Aube reported that the MRP deputies had gathered 
and expressed their “desire to see a continuation of the work of Premier Georges 
Bidault with relation to the French Union and the overseas provinces.” The French 
communists do not seem to have lifted a finger to oust the anticommunist admi- 
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ral. On December 13, LAube had emphasized that before voting for Blum, all the 
speakers in the Assembly had underlined how serious the Indochinese question 
was, “with the exception of M. Duclos.” The leader of the communist parliamen- 
tary group Jacques Duclos was one of the most talkative of all the National As- 
sembly’s members when it met on December 12, and also at its subsequent meet- 
ing on December 17, but in line with his party’s policy, he never mentioned 
Indochina.! 

After his audience with Blum on December 14, đArgenlieu remarked dryly to 
the press: “I shall go back to Saigon 8 which he did four days later. Moutet gave 
a much longer statement that day: “When we are accused of practicing a policy of 
abandonment, this is not justified. Abandonment is not peace. Firmness is not nec- 
essarily war. Between the two there are political means.” When asked if đArgenlieu 
disagreed, Moutet replied, tongue in cheek, that he was under the impression that 
the admiral had never expressed any disagreement with the policy that they were 
carrying out together. He added that he would himself be prepared to go to In- 
dochina if he were given full authority to issue an appeal for peace and concord and 
ask the Vietnamese to stop spilling their blood and respect French interests. !“ 

On December 17, Blum had his list of ministers ready, and his all-socialist mi- 
nority cabinet was able to win its vote of confidence in the National Assembly and 
assume power the following day. It was an interim government, meant to govern 
the country until the new French constitution entered into force on December 25 
and a more broadly based government could be established. In the debate preced- 
ing the vote on December 17, two speakers asked Blum how he would handle the 
situation in Indochina. He answered that this would require a special debate at a 
later stage. Maurice Schumann of the MRP then insisted: “a transitory government 
cannot have the authority to break the continuity of a policy. . . . Continuity, this 
also means continuity of the French presence in all the territories of the Union” 
Schumann alerted the new government to “certain words or certain silences en- 
couraging a certain defiance or certain acts overseas that risked spilling the blood 
of Frenchmen and of France’s friends”! By “certain silences” he meant Duclos, 
while “certain words” referred to Blums December 10 article in Le Populaire.'*! 
These admonitions from the MRP leader were meant to tie Blum’s hands. Yet d’Ar- 
genlieu and Valluy must have lived in constant fear of being held accountable for 
the Haiphong massacre. 

When Bidault turned over the keys to the Hôtel Matignon and Quai đOrsay on 
the afternoon of December 18, he and Blum talked for an hour and a half.!°? They 
did not know that Ho Chi Minh had sent a new peace proposal to Sainteny three 
days earlier. Ho Chi Minh had read Blum’s article in Le Populaire, and then learned 
that Blum would head the next French government. This was the straw he had been 
waiting for a chance to grasp at. He wrote a long letter to Blum on December 15 
with precise peace proposals. The Vietnamese government would guarantee the re- 
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sumption of normal economic life in the cities, abolish all protective measures, and 
reopen communications between Hanoi, Haiphong, and Langson. In return, the 
French should withdraw their troops to the positions they had held before Novem- 
ber 20, pull out the reinforcements they had sent to Da Nang, and cease all military 
operations in Cochinchina and southern Annam. The two sides should jointly set 
up the mixed commissions envisaged in the modus vivendi agreement.'** To sum up, 
he wanted to expunge the past few weeks from the record and return to the modus 
vivendi agreement. His message was handed over to Sainteny for transmittal to the 
French government on December 15. On the following day, Hoang Minh Giam told 
the gist of it to U.S. Vice-Consul O’Sullivan, who at once reported it to Washington, 
which in turn informed the U.S. ambassador in Paris, Jefferson Caffery.!° Caffery 
thus knew what Ho had proposed by the morning of December 18, while Prime 
Minister Blum got the proposals only two days later. A two-day delay can make a 
huge difference.!°° 

What had Sainteny done with Hos letter? Saigon would claim to have received 
the message by valise (official airmail) on the morning of December 18, in which 
case, Valluy could just as well have brought it personally to Saigon, since he flew 
north to have a meeting with Sainteny in Haiphong on December 17. Sainteny, how- 
ever, probably transmitted Hos message by telegraph to Saigon already on De- 
cember 15. There is a telegram on file that day from Sainteny to Pignon. The file 
does not include the text of the message itself, but contains a long commentary from 
Sainteny alerting Saigon to the efforts of the “Annamite government” to contact 
Blum personally. He was transmitting “this official telegram, addressed to Presi- 
dent Blum,” Sainteny declared, but the Vietnamese government might try to use 
other channels as well. Sainteny then asked Pignon to forward Hos message to 
Messmer in Paris. On December 16, Pignon did forward Sainteny’s warning to Mess- 
mer, but not Hos message. He told Messmer that the message Sainteny was refer- 
ring to in his warning was a telegram of congratulations to the SFIO in Paris from 
the Vietnamese Socialist Party, which had been cabled from Saigon on Decem- 
ber 14. When he received Sainteny’s warning on the afternoon of December 16, 
Messmer thus still did not know of Ho’s proposals. He distributed Sainteny’s warn- 
ing to dArgenlieu and Moutet, but not to Blum.!?6 

Saigon transmitted Ho's message to Paris on the morning of December 18, but 
with such low priority that it was circulated in Paris only two days later. Moreover, 
before sending it, Saigon wrote a long commentary, refuting all of Ho's proposals. 
Saigon also added its own warning to Paris against the Vietnamese government's 
“maneuvers, consisting of attempts to communicate directly with the French gov- 
ernment.!*7 Saigon’s deliberate attempt to undermine Blum’ ability to form his own 
opinion should be judged against the background of his insistence in Le Populaire 
that the decisions on Indochina should be taken by the cabinet and responsible min- 
ister in Paris and not by the military authorities, civilian colonists, or the Cominindo. 
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The successful effort by Pignon, Valluy, and Sainteny to prevent direct contact be- 
tween the top leaders of France and Vietnam is a textbook example of how a bu- 
reaucracy can obstruct the decision-making process of its political leaders. 

On December 18, having waited three days for an answer, Ho Chi Minh wrote 
a new appeal, proposing that a French parliamentary delegation be sent to Viet- 
nam.!°3 Although unaware of Ho's attempts to approach him, Blum made his own 
attempt to contact Ho. After taking over Bidaults keys, he went directly to his first 
cabinet meeting, which decided to send Moutet on a mission to Indochina. Then 
Blum went with Moutet to the Ministry of Overseas France at 27 rue Oudinot, and 
wrote his own message to the Vietnamese president, informing him that Moutet 
would go to Indochina, together with d’Argenlieu, in order to “clear up the misun- 
derstandings” standing in the way of an immediate application of the modus 
vivendi agreement, reestablish confidence, and put an end to hostilities. !°? The mes- 
sage was marked “Urgent” and “Top Priority” and was dated December 18, 10 p.m. 
In Hanoi, it was early morning on December 19. Those who could sleep were still 
asleep, but none of the main Vietnamese leaders spent the night inside the city; they 
were spread out in the surrounding villages. 


THE LAST DAYS 


December 17 had been a day of fateful decisions in Hanoi, Haiphong, and Saigon. 
Sainteny’s staff wrote a summary of all the incidents that had taken place in the 
streets over the past few weeks, confirming that the Vietnamese liaison office had 
done everything possible to prevent them from escalating.!® Sainteny was in 
Haiphong at a meeting that had started the day before. Those present were Valluy, 
Morlière, Dèbes, and Barrière, the local navy commander. No one seems to have 
taken any minutes, but Barriére noted that they had conducted “an overview of the 
political and military situation in Tonkin” According to Devillers, Valluy’s attitude 
at the meeting may be summarized as follows: “The Nhacs [a pejorative term for 
peasants, derived from the Vietnamese nha que] want a brawl. They'll get it!”1°! Lit- 
tle else is known about the meeting, except that Valluy decided to postpone the open- 
ing of the Haiphong-Hanoi road once again. Instead of advancing toward Hanoi, 
Dèbes’s troops were ordered to widen the occupied zone around Haiphong. Valluy 
also foresaw a need for two defensive maneuvers: the evacuation of Phu Lang 
Thuong with the help of troops moving up from Bac Ninh, and with troops from 
Hanoi reinforcing Bac Ninh; and the evacuation of the small garrison at Vinh, in 
north-central Vietnam, with help from the Navy. These operations would be 
launched on December 21. The aim was no doubt to concentrate the French forces 
before the expected confrontation and to secure French control of the “strategic 
base” of Haiphong. Valluy returned to Saigon in the afternoon. 

In Paris, đArgenlieu was preparing his return to Saigon, after having given up 
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any hope he might have had of getting clear government instructions. He concluded 
that his only option was to apply his policy of firmness locally, on the spot, on the 
basis of an interpretation of instructions received from the outgoing government. 
Before paying a farewell visit to General de Gaulle at Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises, 
he noted in his diary: “A Blum cabinet is announced, entirely SFIO. It presents it- 
self to the Chamber today. Hypothesis: it'll hold and might last five weeks. Thus, 
instead of speaking clearly and firmly on the Indochinese problem, this will be the 
parlance of the recent article [Blum’s in Le Populaire], with hardly any modifica- 
tion. What shall we do over there? An official line, firm and clear, stressing the dis- 
regard of the agreements (chiefly on the military level, hostages, destruction . . .). 
It remains for firmness on the spot to liberate us from this Vietnamese dictatorship, 
this drug. Draw the basis for this action, ‘using all means . . . from the last in- 
structions of Georges Bidault” 16? 

Meanwhile, in Hanoi and Saigon, the Sûreté chiefs, André Moret and Pierre Per- 
rier, were on the verge of giving up the expectation—or hope—that the Vietnamese 
might begin the hostilities. Perrier gave Pignon a note on December 17: “I don't 
think the Vietnamese command has the intention of starting the conflict in Hanoi. 
Several serious incidents have given it the chance, but it has not seized it. Still, it 
seems that we cannot much longer let the adversary continue to bar roads, cut down 
trees, deploy mortars on rooftops, place machine guns here and there in the city, 
and cut all our communications with the outside. Everyone agrees that we cannot 
but gain from taking the initiative in the operations ourselves.”!™ 

Pignon had not gone with Valluy to Haiphong, where the military situation was 
in focus, but instead wrote a candid report to Paris. The future of Indochina, he 
said, could not be viewed with confidence “until the day when the team currently 
in power in Hanoi has disappeared.” No sincere agreement could ever be reached 
with the Viet Minh party; it was “unthinkable.” It would be futile to place further 
hope in the personality of Ho Chi Minh. He was more able and measured than his 
younger partners, but his aims were those of the Viet Minh Tong Bo. Any 
reshuffling of his cabinet “could only be a trap” Only the elimination of the Viet 
Minh party would permit a return to peace. The origin of the Indochinese prob- 
lem was not in Cochinchina, but in Tonkin, in the fact that the Viet Minh party 
was in power there. A great number of Annamites knew that this totalitarian party 
was the obstacle to the prompt and peaceful realization of their national aspirations: 
independence and the unification of the three ky. To destroy the Viet Minh or 
weaken it to an extent obliging it to come to terms was precisely the condition for 
the maintenance of France in “the position of preeminence and of major nation that 
she must keep in relation to all the associated countries”164 

We do not know whether or not Pignon and Perrier gave new instructions to 
Moret in Hanoi, but he was informed by one of his informers that during a meet- 
ing in the Vietnamese cabinet, Ho Chi Minh, Vo Nguyen Giap, and Pham Van Dong 
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had decided to move the government to Thai Nguyen or Sontay and leave Hanoi 
without a fight. They were said to have imposed their point of view on the Tong Bo, 
which did not want to evacuate Hanoi until the Viet Minh’s Tu Ve fighters had per- 
ished under its rubble.!® 

We have only scant knowledge of what was said at the French meetings in 
Haiphong and Hanoi that Tuesday, but abundant information on what happened 
in the streets of Hanoi. Again the French and Vietnamese narratives do not quite 
converge. When it seems impossible to judge which is the most reliable, they will 
simply be juxtaposed. Two days earlier, the French liaison in Hanoi had demanded 
that three specific barricades be removed. The SEHAN subsequently picked up the 
news that on December 16, the Tu Ve and the assault groups had for the first time 
received orders to shoot back if they came under attack. Until then they had been 
told just to shoot in the air.!$6 When the Vietnamese did not remove the barricades 
in question, the French dismantled one of them on the morning of December 17. 
The Vietnamese did not resist, and that afternoon, they voluntarily removed the 
other two. At another place, however, there was shooting at 0945 hours between a 
group of Tu Ve, who were setting up a new barricade, and a French military vehi- 
cle driving along the road.!f7 According to the French, the Tu Ve opened fire on 
the car and killed two French soldiers. The Tu Ve post was subsequently “destroyed,” 
the quarter searched, and weapons seized.!68 The Vietnamese claimed that the first 
shots had been fired from the car.!©’ At 0950 hours, the French sentry in the mixed 
guard at one of Hanoi’s two electric plants killed his Vietnamese partner. The elec- 
tricity workers responded with a strike,!”° but they resumed work at 1300 hours. 
At 1545, a French police sergeant was killed by a sniper. The blockhouse he shot 
from was, according to the French version, “destroyed.” In the Vietnamese version, 
the whole quarter came under heavy French fire, and the inhabitants were barely 
permitted to collect their dead and injured.!”! The French liaison demanded that 
another barricade near Morlières office be removed before the next day.!”2 

The Vietnamese claimed that more than fifty people were killed or wounded 
during December 17, and that the premeditation and initiative were entirely on 
the French side.!”3 The French noted in their internal report that the Vietnamese 
government had shown a desire to avoid incidents, but that its orders were not al- 
ways obeyed.!”4 This remark was omitted when Saigon forwarded the information 
to Paris.!”> 

After having come back from Haiphong, Sainteny discussed the situation with 
the foreign consuls. O’Sullivan warned Washington afterward that the situation was 
“drifting aimlessly and dangerously.” The Vietnamese government gave some evi- 
dence of awaiting developments in Paris, but had reacted negatively to the news 
that đArgenlieu would return. O'Sullivan was under the impression that neither 
side wanted war, but he deemed the situation to be “literally powder keg which may 


explode at any time.”!”° 
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In the early morning of December 18, about one hundred French paratroopers 
searched houses belonging to Vietnamese presumed to be responsible for the mur- 
der of a fellow paratrooper six days earlier. Thirty Vietnamese were killed during 
the search. One French soldier was also killed.!”” At 1100 hours, French workers 
began to dismantle a barricade close to Morliére’s headquarters in the presence of 
a Vietnamese liaison officer. To the officer's embarrassment, someone fired from a 
neighboring house, wounding a French worker in the stomach.!”3 

The incidents in Hanoi on December 17 and 18 made the front page of most 
French newspapers on December 19. While Le Figaro and Le Monde only repro- 
duced the official news bulletins, LAube dramatized the events by writing that 300 
Vietnamese, armed and trained by the Japanese, had attacked a French unit.!” In 
the same issue of the MRP newspaper, the party leader Maurice Schumann stated 
that respect for agreements required one not just to observe them, but also to “make 
them observed? Le Populaire emphasized the cabinets decision to send Moutet to 
Indochina, where in cooperation with Ho Chi Minh, he would work out the modal- 
ities for an effective application of the modus vivendi agreement. l'Humanité found 
it curious that the new incidents were occurring just as the French cabinet crisis 
was about to be resolved and wondered aloud if someone was acting with the pur- 
pose of “dividing the French on a difficult and painful question in order to carry 
out certain domestic political operations.”!®° Franc-Tireur launched a frontal attack 
on đArgenlieu and his “camarilla” who were “confronting the Paris government 
with a fait accompli?181 

At noon on December 18, Sainteny reported from Hanoi that the attitude of the 
Vietnamese government was in flux. Until then, it had been unwilling to open hos- 
tilities, but Hoang Huu Nam had “tacitly admitted” in private talks that the gov- 
ernment was about to be outflanked by certain extremist elements.'*’ The attitude 
of the French was not in flux. They applied stronger and stronger pressure on their 
adversary. Before noon, the Vietnamese liaison received a letter from the French 
announcing that they would occupy the buildings of the Finance Department and 
the Ministry of Communications, since a French car had been shot at from these. 
Sainteny asked Morliére to occupy the two buildings, which he did without meet- 
ing any resistance. The same letter also demanded that a number of additional bar- 
ricades be removed. If not, the French command would feel obliged to clear the 
roads on its own.!#3 The Vietnamese would call this “the first ultimatum,” 

That same day, a French liaison officer, Major Jean Julien Fonde, wrote a letter 
that the Vietnamese would call “the second ultimatum,’ complaining that the Viet- 
namese police was not performing its duties and stating: “The French command 
has asked me to let you know that if these shortcomings persist, it will take charge 
of the maintenance of order in Hanoi from December 20, 1946, at the latest” This 
threat, which seems to have played a significant role in the deliberations and deci- 
sions of the Vietnamese leaders that evening and the following day, was addressed 
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to Hoang Huu Nam.!* He immediately replied that the police were “courageously” 
continuing to do their work, and the French should not use the problems encoun- 
tered as a pretext to strike a blow at the Vietnamese government's right to police its 
territory, a right derived from Vietnam “sovereignty as a free state” !# According 
to Vietnamese radio, Nam also objected to the French removal of barricades and 
declared: “At the moment when the formation of the French cabinet allows hope 
for a peaceful and friendly solution to the crisis that was provoked by the bloody 
incidents of Langson and Haiphong, any act that risks endangering the situation 
must be carefully avoided”!%6 Giap affirms in his memoirs that the Standing Bu- 
reau of the Central Committee of the Party met on December 18 in a village in Ha 
Dong province, not far from Van Phuc, where Ho Chi Minh had his secret head- 
quarters. Ho had moved out of Hanoi on November 26 and stayed most of the time 
in various safe houses out of range of French artillery. From December 3 to De- 
cember 19, he occupied a house in Van Phuc; then he moved to Xuan Duong.!#” 
According to the memoirs of Vu Ky, who served as Ho$ secretary from August 1945 
until the president’s death in September 1969, and who later became director of the 
Ho Chi Minh museum in Hanoi, the men who came to see Ho Chi Minh and seek 
his advice at night were Truong Chinh, Le Duc Tho, and Vo Nguyen Giap.!#Š To- 
gether they formed what in Vietnamese history books is called the Standing Bu- 
reau of the Party. Perhaps it was also conceived of as such at the time. At the crisis 
meeting on December 18, Ho Chi Minh allegedly declared that the French were 
entering into a new phase. The period of détente was over. The more concessions 
one made, the more the enemy exploited them to impede Vietnamese rights. The 
Vietnamese people could not return to slavery. The resistance would be long, fierce, 
and arduous, but certainly victorious.!* This is what Giap claimed later that Uncle 
Ho had said. Vu Ky’s memoirs do not mention any such meeting on December 18. 

There are no French intelligence reports from any meetings at Van Phuc or in 
Ha Dong. The French do not seem to have been aware of Hơs whereabouts, but the 
SEHAN received information on December 18 that secret orders had been dis- 
tributed during the night to administrative committees in the various blocks of the 
city, which were repeated orally to the inhabitants of each house. Families who had 
not evacuated the town were asked to stock enough food and water for forty-five 
days. Women, children, and the elderly would all be obliged to leave the capital, but 
at least one young man (thanh nien) should be left in each house as a guard. Each 
thanh nien would receive three grenades, which would cost 2.50 piasters per unit. 
The orders also described how to construct barricades and defined the penalties to 
be imposed on those who did not do their duty. Any action, before being executed, 
should be approved by superior authorities. Those guilty of taking initiatives by 
themselves that could harm the public order or the policy of the government would 
be punished with extreme severity. The orders concluded: “The government asks 
the population to help it to the extent possible to prevent any incidents, keep calm, 
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and be ready to fight when President Ho Chi Minh gives the order?!” The Viet- 
namese Stireté was reported to have ordered its staff to stock as much water as pos- 
sible in the houses it was responsible for. This last order also mentioned a deadline 
for having stocked all this water: “5 p.m. tomorrow”?! 

The troops, the Stireté, and the population were thus ready to fight, but at the 
same time the Vietnamese government continued to try to prevent incidents in the 
streets and to stay in touch with the French authorities. Ho Chi Minh was still ap- 
parently searching for arguments to postpone the planned attack, so that he could 
have time to ascertain Blum’s intentions. According to Vu Ky, Ho stayed up late in 
the night of December 18-19 to draft his famous call for national resistance; copies 
of the handwritten draft (fig. 8, ch. 6) are exhibited in the main Vietnamese muse- 
ums, and it has been reproduced in numerous books.!°2 

To infer from the events of the following day, it seems likely that the decision for 
a two-pronged initiative was made by the Vietnamese leaders on December 18: first, 
carry out the last preparations for a surprise attack against the French in the evening, 
thereby forestalling the French onslaught that, with reference to the deadline set in 
Fonde’s “ultimatum,” could be expected on December 20; second, avoid any inci- 
dents in Hanoi during the day, contact the French to sound them out concerning 
their intentions, and if possible obtain guarantees allowing postponement of the 
surprise attack until Blum’s intentions were known. 

One should never infer intentions from actions. There is often a wide discrep- 
ancy between what people decide to do and what they actually do. In order to find 
out what Giap, Ho, Le Duc Tho, Truong Chinh, and the other Vietnamese leaders’ 
intentions were on December 18, we need access to documents written that day. 
The problem is that such sources are not yet accessible, even to Vietnams own his- 
torians. This is why it must be permitted here to state, just as a hypothesis, that Ho 
and the Standing Bureau agreed on such a two-pronged plan. When people in Hanoi 
went to bed on December 18, the next day was still an open page in history. It might 
have been the day when Ho and Blum got in touch, Giap calmed his troops, ten- 
sion died down around the barricades, Moutet packed his bags, and d’Argenlieu 
vented his frustration to his pilot in Tunisia. Instead, it was the day when Giap and 
Ho fell into the French trap. 


Who Turned Out the Lights? 


In January 1947, the French got hold of an order from Vo Nguyen Giap to all Viet- 
namese military units to “destroy the daily order of December 19 immediately, with 
all appendices?! Something went awry that day. What happened on December 19, 
1946, still belongs on the shadowy side of history. Not only the Vietnamese, but the 
French as well, have had something to hide. 

At 2003 or 2004 hours—this we know—electricity and the water supply were 
cut off in the city. A few minutes later, Vietnamese assault units attacked French 
civilians in their private houses and took some two hundred hostages. Many civil- 
ians had been armed by the Sûreté, and some of them tried to defend themselves. 
From twenty to thirty French citizens were killed, some of them burned or muti- 
lated in horrible ways. These excesses were subsequently exploited to the maxi- 
mum by French propaganda, which depicted Ho and Giap as directly responsible 
for the murder of French citizens.” The Hanoi killings boosted the French myth of 
a generic Far Eastern xenophobic savagery, which had found expression in the Japa- 
nese execution of all the French survivors after the battle for Langson on March 11, 
1945, the rampage at the Cité Héraud in Saigon on September 24, 1945, where 
120 Frenchmen were killed, and now the atrocities in Hanoi. Someone coined the 
term “Tonkinese Vespers” to denote the December 19 events, alluding to the “Si- 
cilian Vespers” in Palermo on Easter Monday and Tuesday, March 30-31, 1282, 
when a local aristocratic plot unleashed an insurrection against the domination 
of the French prince Charles of Anjou. Amid cries of “Death to the French,” the 
revolt soon spread over the entire island, and more than 4,000 French were mas- 
sacred. Just as Charles had learned not to trust any Sicilian aristocrat, the horri- 
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fying fate of the French civilians in Hanoi constituted a powerful argument against 
ever again dealing with the Viet Minh. 

During the first one and a half hours of the fighting, the Tu Ve forces held the 
initiative, firing from many places, while the French hostages were marched out of 
Hanoi. A train was moved into a position where it hampered the movement of 
French vehicles, and roads were mined. Jean Sainteny’s car struck a mine, and he 
was badly wounded. Giap’s regular army, positioned at the outskirts of the capital, 
never entered Hanoi to join the fighting. Its mission was, it seems, to protect the 
leadership and hold itself in reserve. Around 2130 hours, the French were ready to 
launch their counterattack. In the following evening, after the first twenty-four hours 
of fighting, the French had taken control of the whole European part of the city. All 
the defenders of the presidential palace had been killed by 4 p.m., and the tricolor 
been hoisted over Ho Chi Minh’s office. Neither the president nor any of the other 
main leaders, however, were apprehended. They had not been in the city when the 
war broke out. 

During the night from December 19 to 20, the other French garrisons in the 
north also came under attack. The greater the distance from Hanoi, the later in the 
night it happened.? Only at Hai Duong and Vinh, whose small French garrisons 
Valluy had intended to evacuate in a surprise operation on December 21, were the 
attackers able to overrun the French and take prisoner the survivors. In the late 
evening of December 20 and the early morning of December 21, a speaker read out 
on the radio the appeal that Ho Chi Minh had drafted on the night of December 18- 
19: “Fight with all the means at your disposal. Fight with your arms, your picks, your 
spades, your sticks.” In the Sino- Vietnamese quarter of Hanoi, fighting dragged on 
through January and February. The French refrained from employing artillery in 
the manner of Colonel Débes, so the Vietnamese were able to continue their re- 
sistance for two months before they found the situation untenable and managed to 
pull their remaining troops out across the Red River. Eight years then passed be- 
fore a peace agreement was reached at Geneva, allowing Giap and Ho to return to 
their capital. The first unit to enter, on October 9, 1954, was the Thu Do (Capital) 
regiment, made up of those who had fought the French in Hanoi during Decem- 
ber 1946-February 1947. 

The outward chronology is well established, but a number of puzzles remain. 
Why did the Vietnamese choose to fight? What can explain the contrast between 
the sudden attack at 8 p.m. on December 19 and two conciliatory letters that had 
been sent to the French earlier in the day? Why was the attack executed in such a 
haphazard manner? Why didn't the troops surrounding Hanoi take part in the fight- 
ing? Why wasn't Ho Chi Minh’s appeal broadcast when the attack started, but only 
much later? And what about the almost inexplicable delay in the attack on the other 
French garrisons? 
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INTERPRETATIONS 


The first official Vietnamese explanation had been prepared before the event. Ona 
poster proclaiming martial law, the year, month, date, and time (2000 hours) were 
filled in by hand. It was put up in Hanoi the same evening and was prefaced by the 
following statement: “Official order: Compatriots of the Capital: The French troops 
have opened the hostilities in Hanoi?” Before dawn on December 20, a French coun- 
terposter was ready, introducing the official French interpretation, which would 
dominate the whole Western press: “Proclamation: Viet Minh has treacherously 
started hostilities, adopting the tactics of the Japanese coup de force of March 9, 1945. 
The Viet Minh government is on the run. French authorities find themselves 
obliged to reestablish order . . . ”Š It is worth noting that the Vietnamese govern- 
ment had already been downgraded to the Viet Minh government. 

General Morliére felt sure that the attack had been carried out in accordance 
with a “premeditated plan,” prepared by the Vietnamese military on orders from 
the government. He even claimed that the attacks on all the French garrisons had 
been simultaneous.’ Commissioner Sainteny, in hospital, declared that this “beau- 
tiful country, Vietnam, has been the prey of downright bandits, who have at last, 
while we were waiting, thrown off their mask and revealed the degree of their bar- 
barism”Š Léon Pignon was not happy with Sainteny’s reference to the French “wait- 
ing,” and he ordered that this statement not be published. Another of the wounded 
Sainteny’s utterances was more appropriate: “I have been hit as one of the first by 
the blows of an unspeakable treason, even though I offered Vietnam nothing but 
my loyalty.” This was immediately transmitted to Paris, and Saigon asked for inter- 
national dissemination of these words “from the mouth of the man who signed the 
March 6 agreement”? 

Interim High Commissioner Valluy assured Paris on December 21 that the 
conflict had started with a surprise attack ordered by responsible Vietnamese au- 
thorities. He also repeated Morlières misinformation about the “simultaneousness” 
of the attacks and used this as proof of premeditation. !? U.S. Vice-Consul O’Sulli- 
van felt sure that the attack had been planned by the Vietnamese government. His 
telegrams to Washington, which were sent in the clear, were intercepted by the 
French in Saigon, translated and sent to Paris in order to convince the French gov- 
ernment that Hanoi was not a new Haiphong." 

An analysis Pignon wrote on December 23 corresponds closely to what would 
become the French official version. After stating that the attack had been based on 
a premeditated plan, modeled on the Japanese coup of March 9, 1945, he added 
four important points. First, the attack had been preceded by a number of ploys to 
make the French believe that relations were improving, including friendly letters 
from Ho Chi Minh to Sainteny and from Hoang Huu Nam to Morlière, as well as 
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attempts by Vietnamese liaison officers to get the French commander to furlough 
the French troops who were confined to barracks and allow them out on the town. 
Second, the purpose of these ploys was to ensure complete surprise: the Vietnamese 
had intended to massacre the French soldiers while they were dispersed in cine- 
mas and restaurants. Third, the ploys were at first successful, and the French com- 
mand actually decided to furlough the troops that evening, but after an alarming 
report from a spy, Morlière hastily called the soldiers back to the barracks, saving 
them from suffering the fate of the French civilians. Fourth, the Vietnamese ploys 
demonstrated that the whole Vietnamese government, including the letter writers 
Ho Chi Minh and Hoang Huu Nam, had wished to wipe out the French garrisons: 
France was facing a united bloc determined to eliminate the French presence in 
Indochina. Pignon hoped that this would enlighten French and international pub- 
lic opinion as to the real nature of the Viet Minh.” Pignon’s interpretation would 
form the basis for the standard Western version of the outbreak of war. For many 
years, it shut out rival explanations. Its simplicity, its logical structure, and the al- 
luring image of the lone spy who saved the lives of several hundred French boys 
enabled Pignon’s scenario to survive in spite of all the evidence it could not explain. 

Ironically, Vietnamese accounts of December 19 tend to confirm Pignon’s analy- 
sis. President Ho Chi Minh gave his first public interpretation in a radio speech on 
December 25, holding the French responsible for the outbreak of hostilities. They 
had handed over an “ultimatum” on December 19, demanding French control of 
the police. When the Vietnamese refused, “fighting broke out; Ho said.!3 If Asso- 
ciated Press translated the radio speech correctly, Hơs words were surprising. It is 
normal to accuse the adversary of having opened fire. By saying just that fighting 
“broke out,’ Ho more or less admitted that his side had taken the initiative. He was 
no more specific in a memorandum he signed on December 31, which was meant 
to prove French responsibility for the outbreak of war. He mentioned three French 
“ultimatums,” two on December 18, one on December 19, but described the attack 
itself without apportioning blame: “General attack started abruptly in the evening 
of December 19, and by nightfall, the final preparations were almost complete [la 
tombée de la nuit, presque les derniers préparatifs sont accomplis]? Even in this metic- 
ulously compiled and generally reliable memorandum, which is a precious source 
for this book, Ho does not go beyond stating in general terms that the French had 
“started and wanted” the conflict (déclenché et voulu par les colonialistes frangais).\ 
French communists would later repeatedly ask their Vietnamese comrades for the 
truth about December 19, but got only evasive answers. 

In 1948, Vietnam’s official delegation in France published a booklet in English, 
blaming the outbreak of war squarely on the French: “Hostilities which broke out 
on the evening of December 19th were not started by the Vietnamese, but by the 
French under the pretext that the Vietnamese were going to attack them.” Later stan- 
dard Vietnamese accounts of national history claim that President Ho Chi Minh, 
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realizing the inevitability of war, gave an agreed-on signal to the whole people to 
resist. In his Vietnam: A Long History, which has been published in numerous edi- 
tions in Hanoi, Nguyen Khac Vien pretends that Ho Chi Minh appealed to the na- 
tion to resist on December 19. He quotes the appeal and concludes: “The war of re- 
sistance, until then limited to the south, spread across the country.’ The problem is 
that Ho’s appeal was not actually broadcast until the following day.!$ 

Vuong Thua Vu, commander of the special Hanoi zone in December 1946, wrote 
an article three years later with the promising title “The Truth about December 19 
in Hanoi”! He devoted seven and a half pages to military background informa- 
tion, six to the heroic struggle of the following two months, and half a page to the 
outbreak of the fighting itself. This half page says that the Tu Ve forces gathered in 
the City Hall to declare themselves ready. Then, at 2003 hours, French soldiers pro- 
voked incidents and occupied public buildings, obliging the Vietnamese troops to 
defend themselves. This flawed account could only strengthen the credibility of the 
French scenario, which was also reinforced by a radio speech made in December 
1949 by the former leader of the August 1945 revolution in Saigon, and later promi- 
nent Vietnamese historian, Tran Van Giau, who seemed to indicate that the Viet- 
namese had initiated the fighting three years earlier. Shortly after this speech, which 
was monitored by the French and used in their propaganda, he lost his position as 
a minister in the DRV cabinet. 

The Vietnamese must have had some reason for avoiding going into the details 
of the outbreak of fighting on December 19. This could mean, of course, that the 
French were right. However, if a unanimous party leadership, including Ho Chi 
Minh, had decided on the attack, why would the party leaders wait so many years 
before admitting it? One would expect them then to have been proud to tell how 
the Party had planned and carried out its decision. And if the attack had been the 
result of well-thought-out decision, an explanatory public statement would surely 
have been prepared in advance and used in Vietnamese propaganda immediately 
afterward. There must have been something else that the Vietnamese have wanted 
to conceal, something more shameful than a devious hoax. The course of events 
suggests that something went wrong that fateful day on the Vietnamese side. 

Pignon’s interpretation was accepted and reproduced by almost all of the French 
press. Only two French journalists looked for alternative explanations, Léon Bout- 
bien in Franc-Tireur and Philippe Devillers in Le Monde.'® Boutbien rejected the 
idea that France had been faced by a united determined bloc and claimed that the 
Vietnamese leadership had been divided. Vo Nguyen Giap was the leader of the ex- 
tremists who ordered the killing of the French civilians. Hoang Huu Nam and Hoang 
Minh Giam were moderates, and Ho Chi Minh was an “enigmatic figure.” At some 
point, the extremists had assumed power from behind the scenes. The government 
was incapable of retreating, and Ho Chi Minh had let himself be dragged along in 
order not to lose authority. Philippe Devillers, who had returned to France before 
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the outbreak of war, after eleven months on Leclerc’s and Valluy’s staff, also pointed 
to internal disagreements in the Vietnamese leadership, but did not see Giap as the 
extremist. Giap had long been instrumental in maintaining a relaxed atmosphere 
in Tonkin between the French and the Vietnamese, but he had then come under 
pressure from more extreme elements. French Cochinchina policy and the refusal 
to make any concessions to Hanoi had strengthened the hand of the extremists. In 
December, French actions had exasperated the Vietnamese so much that the ex- 
tremists came out on top. In Devillerss view, treating the Viet Minh as a united 
bloc—lumping Viet Minh moderates and uncompromising enemies of France 
together—was a dangerous error. 

Neither Boutbien nor Devillers was in a position to question the details of 
Pignon’s official version, but in 1947, the French journalist Jean Bidault (not related 
to the premier) anonymously published an anti-Viet Minh pamphlet, probably 
based on inside information from one of the French intelligence services. He differed 
from the official French version on one essential point: when Morliére confined his 
troops to barracks in the afternoon of December 19, Giap’s scheme was foiled. The 
Vietnamese plan had been to carry out an all-out attack at a time when 1,200 French 
soldiers were on furlough in Hanoi’s restaurants and cafés. When Morliére recalled 
the troops to barracks and (perhaps) deployed armored vehicles at the road junc- 
tions that the Vietnamese troops would need to pass in order to get into the city, 
Giap could no longer count on the calculated effect of surprise. He therefore tried 
to call off the whole operation, but his order canceling it did not reach all the Tu Ve 
units, and at 2000 hours, they carried out their part of the plan. This could explain 
why the relatively disciplined Vietnamese Army troops around Hanoi remained pas- 
sive while the Tu Ve took action, and also why the other French garrisons were only 
attacked much later.!? In 1952, when Devillers published his Histoire du Viét-Nam 
de 1940 à 1952, he took Jean Bidaults point into account, but added that the Tu Ve 
might deliberately have ignored the cancellation order.”° 

Jean Bidault’s revision was important, but the idea that Ho Chi Minh and Hoang 
Huu Nam wrote conciliatory letters in the morning with the purpose of deceiving 
the French was left unchallenged. When General Yves Gras published his Histoire 
de la guerre d'Indochine in 1979, he left open the question of whether or not there 
had been “treachery on the part of Ho Chi Minh and Giap” or if they had been un- 
able to halt “their [only] too well established mechanism of aggression”?! What if 
Nam and Ho’ letters were genuine attempts to reduce the tension, with the aim of 
postponing Giap’s attack until Ho had heard from Blum? Could the attack have 
been canceled before Morliére recalled his troops to barracks? What if it had been 
the news that the French troops had been recalled to barracks and that armored 
vehicles had been placed at strategic points that led the Vietnamese to decide that 
the time had come to fight anyhow? Determining whether the two conciliatory let- 
ters were a hoax, or if they reflected a last, sincere attempt to avert hostilities, re- 
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quires an hour-by-hour account of the day, when everything was, in Devillers’s 


words, “bizarre, illogical, even suspect?” 


HOAX OR HOPE? 


At sunrise, Viet Minh newspapers came fresh from the printer in Hanoi for the last 
time in eight years. Cuu Quoc protested “energetically against the fact that the rep- 
resentatives of France in Vietnam had intentionally prepared their offensive in Hanoi 
in order to extend the hostilities while French Prime Minister Léon Blum and Mr. 
Moutet were advocating sincere Franco- Vietnamese cooperation? Dan Thanh ap- 
pealed to Frances new premier, Léon Blum, to “put an end to the machinations of 
the colonialists, who were about to complete their effort to drag the two peoples to 
their death. But he has to act quickly if he wants to get there in time?” 

In the early morning, the Vietnamese troops around Hanoi were put on a state 
of alert, and the commanders both there and in the other war zones received a se- 
cret order that would later, in accordance with Giap’s orders, be destroyed, but turned 
up again in the new, more complete memoirs Giap published when he was nearly 
ninety. The order came in three portions. First the following text was sent out at 
0900 hours: “The French aggressors have issued an ultimatum [calling for] dis- 
arming our army, self-defense, and public security. Our government has rejected 
this ultimatum. Therefore, within the next twenty-four hours,” the French aggres- 
sors will definitely open fire. Instructions from the Center: All must be prepared!” 
This was followed by an order signed by Vo Nguyen Giap himself: 


The motherland is in danger! The time to fight has arrived! 

Per instructions from President Ho and the government, and as minister of na- 
tional defense and commander in chief, I order the entire Vietnamese national army 
and self-defense forces, in center, south, and north, to stand up as one man. 

You must rush to the front, kill the aggressor, save the nation. 

Give your life in battle, fight to the last drop of blood! 

Exterminate the French colonialist gang. 

Be resolved to fight. 


The third portion was a flash message that was sent out in the early afternoon. It 
was not sent to the south, but to all those zones in the north that included a French 
garrison: 1 (Langson), 2 (Sontay, Yen Bai, Lao Cai), 3 (Haiphong, Hai Duong, Mong 
Cai), 4 (Vinh), and 11 (Hanoi), and also to the southern city of Da Nang, where there 
was a strong French force. All recipients were requested to make sure that the or- 
der would be in the hands of the zone and front commanders before 0930 on De- 
cember 19: “The freight arrives at 1800 hours December 21, 1946. The freight’s reg- 
istration no. A+2 and B-2. Pay attention and pick up the freight at the exact time.” 
The “freight” was the attack against the French forces. In accordance with a system 
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agreed at a military conference on December 13, the recipients should add two hours 
to the time given (A+2) and subtract two days from the date (B-2). This meant they 
should attack at 2000 hours on December 19.” All Vietnamese military units were 
thus ordered on the morning of December 19 to do something they subsequently 
did not do, but that the French would claim they had done, namely, attack simul- 
taneously at 2000 hours. 

At 1100 hours, some of Giap’s regular troops had taken up positions between 
the Red River and the Great Lake in Hanoi, from where it would be possible to at- 
tack the Hanoi Citadel, where the bulk of the French forces were concentrated.26 
The commanders of the death squads in the city itself were ordered to prepare for 
their missions. In an order signed by commissar Le Hong, they were told to count 
the dead, injured, and survivors after the engagement and report to the command 
in the village of Gia Quat Ha, east of the Red River.” According to his order, the 
signal for attack would be given in an incredibly complicated way: “preparation sig- 
nal: green rockets; assault signal: red rocket, followed by three explosions made by 
three grenades; signal given tonight (19/12.46) at 1845 hours??? Military discipline 
would be ruthlessly enforced by execution: “retreat: death; misinterpretation of the 
orders: death; fomentation of plots: death.” Although the three penalties would seem 
identical, the second must have made a more chilling impression than the others, 
for it is not—even with the benefit of hindsight—easy to interpret Le Hong’s order. 
He announced that two signals would be given, one green and one red. Then he 
gave the exact time for the signal, without saying which of the two signals he meant. 
Now the suicide squads could, of course, wait till 1845 hours and see if there were 
several green or just one red rocket. For the historian, who has (fortunately) no 
chance to replay the events, it is more difficult, but since we know that Giap had 
ordered the attack to take place at 2000 hours, we must assume that the rockets Le 
Hong planned to send up at 1845 were green (unless Le Hong used “1845” as a code 
for 2000). 

While the squads prepared for their missions, specially assigned groups were 
making ready to attack French civilians in their houses, seize arms and ammuni- 
tion, and take the civilians out of Hanoi as hostages.” Meanwhile, the situation in 
the streets was improving. Vietnamese policemen suddenly appeared all over, 
busily demonstrating that they were capable of ensuring law and order. Vietnamese 
workers resumed their work in the Citadel, after having been on strike, and mixed 
Franco-Vietnamese military patrols resumed their rounds.” Sainteny, at his office, 
was made aware of the Vietnamese preparations by a SEHAN report giving the con- 
tent of a Vietnamese order, dated December 17, to all neighborhood committees, 
instructing them to make final preparations for war and ensure that the population 
was “ready to fight when President Ho Chi Minh gives the order’! 

At 9:30 a.m., following instructions Ho Chi Minh had sent with his secretary 
Vu Ky, Hoang Minh Giam asked Sainteny for an appointment in the afternoon, but 
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the latter refused to see him until the next morning.*” Giam had been asked by Ho 
Chi Minh to deliver a short letter, which he now instead sent by courier. This con- 
ciliatory letter was either a hoax, meant to ensure the surprise effect of the attack 
in the evening, or a last-minute attempt to reach an accommodation so that the at- 
tack could be postponed while Ho waited for Blum to answer his many appeals: 
“Commissioner and dear friend. The atmosphere has become more tense these past 
[few] days. This is really regrettable. While waiting for Paris's decision, I count on 
you to search with Mr. Giam for a solution that can improve the climate? Sain- 
teny did not reply. Instead, he sent a much cooler letter of his own to Ho, warning 
that if the murderers of a French civilian were not arrested and imprisoned within 
forty-eight hours, he would investigate himself and do what was needed to prevent 
such crimes in the future. This letter does not seem to have reached Ho.*# 

Morliére wrote to Nam that morning, reiterating five demands he had first pre- 
sented orally at the end of the previous day: (1) removal of all barricades and ter- 
mination of all hostile preparations; (2) disarming the “undisciplined and irre- 
sponsible” Tu Ve; (3) release of all arrested French citizens; (4) cessation of the 
“incendiary propaganda campaign’; and (5) strict cooperation of all institutions re- 
sponsible for maintaining order.” If Morliére had already presented these demands 
to Nam the day before, then it might explain that the secret orders Giap sent out to 
all military zones at 8 a.m. already referred to Morlières “ultimatum” and its de- 
mand that the Tu Ve be disarmed. The Vietnamese would later refer to Morlières 
letter as “the third ultimatum” 

Now, none of the three “ultimatums” were, strictly speaking, ultimatums. An ul- 
timatum sets a deadline for accepting a set of specific demands and threatens force- 
ful action if this is not done. If one issues an ultimatum, and the demands are not 
accepted, it is essential to carry out the threat once the deadline has passed. If the 
deadline passes and nothing happens, it leads to a loss of credibility. Débes’s ulti- 
matum on November 23 is a case in point. It contained a set of specific, albeit highly 
unrealistic, demands, and Dèbes was more than ready to carry out his threats. This 
made French threats so immensely credible that the Vietnamese may have overin- 
terpreted the letters they subsequently received in Hanoi. The “first French ulti- 
matum” in Hanoi on December 18 had demanded that barricades be removed and 
threatened that the French would do this themselves if the Vietnamese did not do 
it, but there was no deadline indicating when the threat would be effectuated. “The 
second French ultimatum,” signed by Liaison Officer Fonde, did set a deadline for 
the Vietnamese police to resume their functions and secure law and order. If this 
did not happen, the French would take responsibility for securing law and order in 
Hanoi from December 20 at the latest. This “deadline” seems to have made a strong 
impression on the Vietnamese, and it may have contributed significantly to their 
fateful decision. Morliére did not attach any precise deadline to his “third French 
ultimatum,’ and also did not make any clear threats.% Instead, Morliére concluded 
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his letter quite amiably: “The French authorities are prepared to make an urgent 
joint study of how to implement these measures, which are indispensable to the 
avoidance of any further incident and would greatly facilitate the establishment of 
a sincere and durable cooperation” One could see a threat in the words “indis- 
pensable for the avoidance of any further incident, and the Vietnamese surely did. 
But Morlières threats were neither specific nor attached to any deadline. Now the 
Vietnamese leaders could not, of course, know that the French government had told 
đArgenlieus and Valluy’s emissary Le Puloch in no uncertain terms that it would 
not tolerate a repetition in Hanoi of what had been done in Haiphong. If there were 
to be fighting, the initiative should come from the other side. The French authori- 
ties in Indochina could not therefore issue any genuine ultimatum. What they could 
do was apply steadily mounting pressure in the hope of inducing the Vietnamese 
government to take action. 

If Sainteny and Morlières letters had been the only French response to the Viet- 
namese overtures, it would have been difficult for anyone on the Vietnamese side 
to argue that the attack should be further postponed. Giap would have stepped with 
both feet into the trap that the French had set up, and the war would probably have 
started with a coordinated Vietnamese attack. Giap could not just look passively 
on while the French started to disarm the Tu Ve. However, the French also sent out 
two conciliatory signals that day. Just as they had done the previous morning, Viet- 
namese liaison officers tested the waters by asking their French contacts ifthe French 
troops would be confined to their barracks in the evening.*” Furloughed French 
soldiers in the city would be exposed to danger. After December 19, Pignon thus 
interpreted the Vietnamese request as an attempt to lure the French into a situa- 
tion where many French soldiers could be killed while on furlough. But signaling 
goes both ways. To furlough the French troops would be a sure way of telling the 
Vietnamese that the French were not on the verge of launching a coup of their own. 
So when Sainteny and Morliére decided to let 1,200 soldiers off in the evening, and 
informed the Vietnamese of their decision, the Vietnamese leaders may have seen 
this as a sign that they still had time to wait and see what Blum’s new government 
would do. Sainteny explains in his memoirs that furloughing the soldiers was a “ma- 
neuver” with the double aim of either relaxing tensions or obliging the Viet Minh 
to “show its hand?38 

Where did the Vietnamese leaders stay? Giap tells in his recent memoirs that his 
headquarters were in Van Phuc village in Ha Dong, eleven kilometers from Hanoi. 
Shortly before the Vietnamese attack at 2000 hours, Sainteny reported that Ho had 
come back to the capital after some days’ absence.” French intelligence later re- 
ported that Ho, Giap, and other cabinet members had left Hanoi again in the af- 
ternoon, several hours before the attack,* but Ho would state in a letter to Blum 
on December 23 that he had still been in his residence when the French troops at- 
tacked and had only escaped by a miracle.*! This was surely a lie. The truth is that 
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Ho did not go to Hanoi at all, but stayed in Van Phuc. On the morning of Decem- 
ber 19, he wrote yet another letter to Blum, as well as one to Vincent Auriol, the 
Speaker of the French National Assembly. Ho told the two French socialists that he 
had asked his compatriots to stay calm despite the many provocations. This he had 
done because of his love for France and his confidence in Blum and Auriol: “But 
for how long will I have to suffer seeing my compatriots being killed before my eyes? 
I address to you once again this urgent appeal. In the highest interest of our two 
countries, I beg you once more to put a stop to the provocations and the blood- 
shed? Vu Ky was charged with bringing these letters into Hanoi, along with Ho’s 
short letter to Sainteny. After handing them over and seeing Hoang Minh Giam, 
Vu Ky returned to Van Phuc at 1230 hours, where he informed President Ho of Sain- 
teny’s refusal to see Giam. Ho walked back and forth for a while, frowning, then 
approached the table where his draft appeal was lying, and, according to Vu Ky’s 
later published diary, said very clearly: “Hah! We'll fight [Hu! Thi danh].”*? What 
this seems to indicate, if true, is, first, that the order Giap had sent in the morning 
did not represent a definitive decision to launch the attack. Ho had not yet thrown 
the dice. Second, however, Ho’s remark shows that he now thought he had to take 
the gamble. We do not know if Ho and Giap could communicate with each other 
at 1230 hours, but according to Giap’s biographer Tran Trong Trung, it was now, 
after Sainteny had refused to see Giam, that Giap issued his second, coded order to 
attack at 2000 hours.“ 

Meanwhile, inside Hanoi, Hoang Huu Nam answered Morlières “third French 
ultimatum” in his capacity as Defense Minister Giap’s delegate: “I have referred the 
matter to the minister of national defense. He has charged me to answer that he will 
submit your proposals to the weekly meeting of the cabinet tomorrow, Friday, De- 
cember 20, 1946. In the meantime, he has given orders to avoid all misunder- 
standings. He hopes that, on your side, the necessary orders will also be given to 
avoid any aggravation of the present situation”*5 Nam thus claimed that Giap had 
given orders to “avoid all misunderstandings,’ while the order that Giap was send- 
ing out in the early afternoon to all regional party chiefs and commanders was ac- 
tually to get ready to attack at 2000 hours.*° 

Two and a half hours later, at 1430 hours, according to Vu Ky, four members of 
the Standing Bureau of the Party—Ho Chi Minh, Truong Chinh, Le Duc Tho, and 
Vo Nguyen Giap—met at Van Phuc. Morlières new demands and Sainteny’s refusal 
to see Giam must have been arguments in favor of carrying out the planned attack. 
Morlières suspension of the confinement of French troops to the barracks may have 
represented an extra temptation. This would make it possible to seek out French 
troops and kill them individually or in small groups. On the other hand, the fact 
that some 1,200 French troops would spread out in the bars and restaurants also 
indicated that the French were not after all on the verge of launching a coup—un- 
less, of course, the lifting of the restriction to barracks was a ruse. 
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FIGURE 7. No photographs were evidently taken when the leading Vietnamese commu- 
nists, Truong Chinh, Le Duc Tho, Vo Nguyen Giap, Ho Chi Minh—and perhaps others— 
met secretly at Van Phuc in Ha Dong, outside Hanoi, in the afternoon of December 19, 
1946. In official party history, the four men are said to have constituted the Standing 
Bureau of the clandestine Indochinese Communist Party. That claim is reflected in this 
drawing from a 2007 Vietnamese picture book about Truong Chinh. Courtesy Vietnam 
News Agency Publishing House, Hanoi. 


While these matters were probably discussed at Van Phuc, another piece of news 
arrived that might have tipped the balance in favor of keeping the peace. At 1400 
hours, the French Information Service learned from Radio Saigon that Blum’s cab- 
inet had decided to send Moutet on a special mission to Indochina, news it imme- 
diately passed on to its Vietnamese counterpart. Second Assistant Minh, very im- 
pressed, gave an assurance that he would at once inform the members of his 
government.“ We do not know if this news reached the four men at Van Phuc, who 
agreed, according to Vu Ky, to maintain the decision to launch nationwide resist- 
ance that evening. After adding five words suggested by Le Duc Tho, the meeting 
approved the text of Ho Chi Minh’s appeal, instructed Truong Chinh to finalize 
instructions concerning the conduct of a national resistance strategy,“ and gave 
Giap authority to carry out the planned attack. In Hanoi, the signal would be a black- 
out caused by sabotage of the Yen Phu power station. And the main signal to the 
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national resistance would be announcement of the president's call to arms on the 
national radio.” 

The question here is whether the decision of members of the Standing Bureau 
at Van Phuc was irrevocable, or Giap still had the authority to call off the attack if 
new evidence should emerge concerning the French government's intentions. After 
1515 hours, when the meeting ended, President Ho returned to his safe house and 
started preparing to move to another one. Vu Ky’s account of December 19 ends 
with Ho instructing him to help move to a new safe house at Xuan Duong. Vu Ky’s 
account seems quite reliable, since it builds on his personal diary, with entries every 
day. The original diary itself, however, was not included in the holdings of the Ho 
Chi Minh Museums library when Vu Ky died in 2005. Instead, it seems to have been 
taken to the Party archives, which remain inaccessible to researchers.” 

Devillers claims, on the basis ofa French intelligence report, that Giap summoned 
the most important military commanders at Bach Mai, just outside Hanoi, at 1600 
hours, that is, after the Standing Bureau’s meeting at Van Phuc.*! This is confirmed 
by Giap himself and by his biographers. Present at Bach Mai were the intelligence 
boss Tran Quoc Hoan, representing the Communist Party; Chief of Staff Hoang 
Van Thai, who was responsible for all cipher communications; and the commander 
of the 11th Military Zone, Nguyen Van Tran.” According to Giap’s most recent bi- 
ographer and also Giap’s memoirs, Giap spent the rest of the evening inspecting 
troops in the capital, and left in the direction of Ha Dong before the hour struck. 
All the time, he was calm and seemed satisfied (yen tam). 

At least one source, however, distorts the general picture of a determined lead- 
ership preparing for action. At 1645h, the unit of the soldier with the diary, Ngo 
Van Chieu, received orders to cancel an attack it had been assigned to take part in. 
Chieu noted that the attack should now not be carried out “under any pretext” un- 
less there was a written or verbal order from Giap personally, or from one of his two 
direct assistants. The troops should under no circumstance provoke the French 
troops who were on furlough in the city. This seems confusing, since it runs counter 
to the decision made, according to Vu Ky, at Van Phuc just two hours earlier. 

Over at the French headquarters, when Morlière received Nam’ letter about giv- 
ing orders to “avoid all misunderstandings, he was just about to change his mind 
concerning his earlier decision to furlough his troops.°° At some point in the af- 
ternoon, the French command received information that Vietnamese troops had 
been massed outside Hanoi and that there were plans for an attack the same 
evening.” One of these reports came from a Eurasian spy whose French name was 
Charles Eugène Fernand Petit.” According to Jean Bidault, Petit had been told in 
the morning that the attack would take place that evening, although he had not heard 
exactly when. Petit managed to convey this information to the Stireté a little before 
1800 hours. This is confirmed by a statement Petit made under oath to a French 
judge in February 1947, when he introduced himself as “inspecteur de la Sûreté’ 
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working in a counterespionage unit. With the help of a letter of introduction from 
Viet Minh leaders living in France, he had managed to infiltrate the Tu Ve group 
in his neighborhood. He had first been told that an attack would take place on 
Christmas Eve, but on the morning of December 19, he learned from his neigh- 
borhood Tu Ve, just as Bidault says, that the attack would be for “tonight” For se- 
curity reasons, he waited until the evening before conveying this news to the Stireté, 
but managed to do so a little before 1800 hours. When he returned to his Tu Ve 
group, Petit was told by the commander of his unit: “Prepare yourself. It will be this 
evening at 2000 hours that we attack the French. Go and take up your position of 
combat!” He first went home to see his Viet wife and inform her that he was leav- 
ing for his country (part pour la patrie). Telling this to the French judge, he em- 
phasized that when referring to his country, he had meant France. Then he returned 
to his Tu Ve group and found an excuse for taking a few minutes off. His commander 
told him that if he didn't return, his wife and children would suffer (which they later 
did). Petit now went directly to Colonel Lami, Morliére’s second in command. Since 
the time was now approaching 2000 hours, Colonel Lami recommended that he 
stay with him rather than go back to his unit. That was how Petit came to take part 
in defending Lami’s home against his Tu Ve comrades.*” 

There are two oddities in this story. First, that Colonel Lami chose to stay home 
if he expected an attack at 2000 hours. Would he not be needed at his headquar- 
ters? Either he did not take Petit’s warning seriously or Petit came too late to give 
Lami time to take any precautionary measures. The other oddity is the timing. If 
the hours given by Petit are correct, then none of his two reports could have in- 
fluenced Morliére’s decision to recall the troops from furlough, which happened 
before 1700 hours.°Š In Petits first report, a little before 1800 hours, he did not know 
the timing of the attack, but the French had apparently received other information 
indicating that it would be for 1900 hours.” There is some indication that it might 
have been Trocard’s SEHAN, and not Moret’s Sûreté (controlling Petit) that pro- 
vided Morliére with the intelligence that led him to order the troops back to bar- 
racks.© But SEHAN may have expected the attack earlier than 2000 hours. When 
nothing seemed to happen at 1700, 1800, or 1900 hours, the French may have con- 
cluded that it would not be for that night; there had been several false alarms in the 
previous weeks. In that case, it would not perhaps have been irresponsible if 
Colonel Lami and Commissioner Sainteny went home for supper. Then Petit came 
to Lami’s house, well after 1900 hours, and according to his own account informed 
the French colonel that the Tu Ve would go into action at 2000 hours. 

Petit never mentioned any cancellation order. This could either mean that the 
order to attack was never canceled or that Giap canceled only the regular army’s 
participation in the attack. Perhaps, on discovering that the French had blocked 
certain intersections with armored vehicles, Giap decided not to risk his main troops 
in the fighting, but let the Tu Ve go on with their part of the attack as planned. This 
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would explain why Ngo Van Chieu’s regular army unit received a cancellation or- 
der, but not Petits Tu Ve. However, it is also conceivable that Giap tried unsuc- 
cessfully to hold back the Tu Ve. Jean Bidault credits Petit with having saved French 
troops from massacre, but this is clearly a myth. Morliére recalled the French troops 
to their barracks an hour before Petit delivered his first report. The Petit story seems 
to have done duty as a legend in the French intelligence community, “proving” that 
secret services sometimes serve a useful purpose.f! 

The news that the French soldiers and officers were being recalled from the streets 
may have arrived at the Vietnamese headquarters just as efforts were being made 
to explain to the Tu Ve command, and to all military units, that the attack would 
be postponed.® How would Giap and the Tu Ve react now? What about Ho? Would 
they not all have felt that they had been taken for a ride? Had Morliére fooled them 
in saying he would furlough his troops? They may have feared that the French coup 
was under way anyhow. Giap would write three decades later in his memoirs: “Dusk 
fell... . It was reported that not a single French soldier was to be seen in the restau- 
rants, bars or streets. And enemy armored cars began to push out and stood block- 


ing some crossroads.”® 


DEFIANCE OR BUNGLING? 


We have established that the conciliatory letters written by Nam and Ho, and also 
the Vietnamese request to know if the French troops would be furloughed, may 
well have resulted from a genuine hope of establishing contact with Léon Blum’s 
new French government before something irrevocable was done. Ho and Nam were 
not necessarily as cynical as Pignon and Jean Bidault would have it. The next ques- 
tion is why the Vietnamese attack happened at 2000 hours, if the Vietnamese lead- 
ers wanted to give Blum a chance to intervene. Was it because of Tu Ve defiance, or 
did Giap commit his life's biggest blunder? 

When we approach 2000 hours, the chronology of events is so complex that we 
must first examine it from the French side, then the Vietnamese. To recall the troops 
to barracks, as decided at 1700 hours, was not a radical measure in view of the mount- 
ing evidence ofa planned attack. Did Morliére really believe that the Vietnamese were 
about to take action, and did he prepare for combat? On this point, the sources are 
contradictory. Ho Chi Minh included as an appendix to his memo of December 31 
a note from a Vietnamese liaison officer stating that, at 1830 hours, the Vietnamese 
police reported French armored cars at five sensitive spots.“ Jean Bidault gives the 
same information and adds that the armored cars were blocking the roads that Viet- 
namese troops outside Hanoi would have to use to penetrate the city. DArgenlieu 
refutes this, claiming that Ho Chi Minh’s allegations were “manifestly wrong” There 
had been only two armored cars in the city that evening, following the customary 
itinerary of the mixed patrol.® D’Argenlieu’s report aimed both to establish the cul- 
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pability of Ho Chi Minh and the incompetence of Morliére, and this double aim may 
have influenced his interpretations, although the Vietnamese police might perhaps 
have observed the same two circulating cars in five different places. An appendix to 
dArgenlieu’s report categorically affirms that the French in Hanoi were caught by 
surprise, and that the troops were in their barracks instead of at the prescribed alert 
positions.© And đArgenlieu is not our only source here. A report from U.S. Vice- 
Consul O’Sullivan and a copy of one of the first reports going from Hanoi to Saigon 
after the initial attack support d’Argenlieu’s contention. O’Sullivan states that the first 
French elements—primarily armored cars, half-tracks, and jeeps—began to move 
into the city from the various cantonments at 2020 hours, seventeen minutes after 
the electricity had been cut off. The “inexperienced troops manning these vehicles 
added to the confusion by shooting almost indiscriminately at anything which 
moved,’ O'Sullivan noted.® This is consistent with a late-night report from Hanoi 
to Saigon that the French intervention had begun at 2020 hours. Until 2130 hours, 
the streets were relatively calm, but then combat started and soon intensified. This 
means that the French counteroffensive did not happen until one and a half hours 
after the Vietnamese attack. Le Figaro also wrote on February 1, 1947, that the troops 
had neither been ready to fight nor tactically positioned.” 

With such contradictory information, it is difficult to assess the degree of French 
preparedness. The Vietnamese police’s detailed information on the five strategically 
positioned armored cars, confirmed by Jean Bidault, seems convincing. French ar- 
mored cars were probably blocking the main approaches to the city, yet the French 
command was taken by surprise at 2000 hours. What if the French had expected 
the attack to take place earlier? Perhaps they took protective measures in the late 
afternoon, when the troops were sent back to their barracks, but relaxed their vig- 
ilance when nothing seemed to happen. Perhaps the armored cars were at the cross- 
roads at 1830 hours, but not at 2000 hours. Then Ho Chi Minh, Jean Bidault, and 
đArgenlieu would all be right. Would it have been irresponsible of Morliére to lift 
some of his protective measures after 1900 hours? Not if he and Sainteny had re- 
ceived reliable information that Giap had canceled his attack. After 2000 hours, the 
fact that Giap’s regular forces were not taking part in the fighting may have con- 
fused the French. The French commanders knew that their adversary had several 
battalions on the outskirts of the city, and they may in the first phase of the fight- 
ing have given priority to taking up defensive positions to thwart a major attack, 
which never came. Morlière probably needed some time to understand that the Viet- 
namese main forces would not go into action. Then he set his own offensive plan 
in motion. Thus the fighting only really began at 2130 hours. This marked the start 
of the long-planned French “coup détat? In less than twenty-four hours, the French 
took full control of all public buildings and strategic points in the city and laid siege 
to the Chinese and Vietnamese quarters. In the following weeks, the Tu Ve fighters 
would really need the water they had stocked. 


WHO TURNED OUT THE LIGHTS? 217 


If Morlière was taken by surprise at 2000 hours, the same was certainly true of 
Sainteny. In a cable sent from Hanoi at 1700 hours, he emphasized Ho “extremely 
amiable” letter and only mentioned in passing that “other information” had warned 
of a great attack that evening.”! When journalists and inexperienced historians dis- 
cover that decision-makers received advance warnings of dramatic events such as 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor or the German Operation Barbarossa, they often 
blame leaders for having failed to heed the warnings. It is easy to forget that in real 
life, most advance warnings concern events that never happen. It is infinitely more 
difficult for a real-life decision-maker than for a later historian to separate correct 
from erroneous warnings. The telegrams Sainteny sent to Saigon on December 19 
between 1800 and 1930 hours were in no way alarming. One was about Ho's ami- 
able letter. The other expressed the desire Sainteny shared with đArgenlieu that the 
Commissioner of the Republic should as soon as possible reinstall himself in the 
Governor-General’s Palace, given the “extremely favorable circumstances.” Sainteny 
asked Valluy to urgently reconsider his order to defer this symbolic act for a vari- 
ety of reasons: the exposed character of his current residence; the inconvenience of 
having to move around so often in a troubled city; the utility of carrying out this 
operation before the return of Admiral đArgenlieu, so that he would not be seen 
as responsible; the excellent effects obtained through the recent reoccupation of the 
Direction des Finances on the mentality of the Vietnamese population; and the need 
to avoid scandalizing Minister for Overseas France Moutet when he came. There 
would never be a better moment, and no serious reactions were to be expected. So, 
just a little before 2000 hours, Sainteny asked for permission to up the ante even 
more in the next few days.” 

When the water and electricity were cut off at 2000 hours, Sainteny was either 
at home or on his way home. In his memoirs, he claims to have heard the clock of 
the Yersin hospital strike eight before he left his office. Just as he got in his car, at 
2004 hours “exactly” he heard an explosion and saw all lights go out.”3 The sources 
are not in full agreement as to the exact time the electricity was cut off. One French 
telegram from Hanoi said 1955 hrs,”4 while a later Vietnamese account says: “At ex- 
actly 2003 [hours] on December 19, 1946, electric lights in the sky over Hanoi sud- 
denly went out”75 In spite of the darkness, Sainteny apparently drove all the way 
home, because half an hour later Morliére sent an armored car to fetch him at his 
residence. Around 2100 hours, this car struck a mine. Sainteny, injured and under 
Vietnamese fire, agonized while waiting to be saved by a half-track.”° French mil- 
itary confusion during the first hour and a half after 8 p.m., and the fact that Sain- 
teny drove home instead of staying in his office, are facts pointing in the same di- 
rection: in spite of all the warnings, the French did not expect an attack at 2000 
hours. “Confirmed information indicates Hanoi garrison completely surprised 19 
evening,’ Débes informed Valluy directly two days later as evidence of Morliére’s 
incompetence.”” 


218 WHO TURNED OUT THE LIGHTS? 


What happened on the other side is even more confusing. Although Giap pro- 
vides an elaborate strategic argument in his memoirs to demonstrate that every- 
thing his forces did on December 19 and during the following days and weeks was 
exactly what he had planned they should do, it seems more likely that only some 
parts of a general attack plan were carried out. And these operations were conducted 
in a haphazard manner. The only effective action at 2000 hours was a number of 
vile attacks on the homes of French civilians by Tu Ve squads (including recently 
released common criminals), which took some 200 hostages and killed and muti- 
lated 20-30 members of the families who chose to resist. The other Tu Ve opera- 
tions were purely obstructive: cutting off water and electricity, blocking crossroads 
with trams and a road with a train, placing mines in the streets, and aimlessly firing 
mortars and antiaircraft guns. There was no attempt to attack French military forces 
in their cantonments, and half-hearted attempts to destroy the vital Long Bien bridge 
(Pont Doumer) and attack the Gia Lam airfield both failed miserably.” 

Was all this meant as a cover for the taking of hostages? Why didn't the battal- 
ions on the outskirts move into the city? Did the Vietnamese leadership vacillate 
at the last moment? Giap does provide answers to some of these questions in his 
memoirs. He claims that the regular troops outside the city were needed for the 
protection of the government and for future operations. A force that is inferior in 
arms and equipment can never win a battle in a city. It was therefore best to leave 
just one battalion in Hanoi to defend the indigenous quarter for as long as possi- 
ble, tie down enemy forces, and set an example of inventiveness and bravery for 
the rest of the nation to emulate. This is what Giap says, and it seems convincing. 
But Giap does not admit any of the confusion that is evident from other sources, 
and he hardly mentions how ill-timed his attack was. To take military action and 
commit heinous crimes against civilians on December 19, 1946, just as Blum had 
taken office in Paris and Moutet was preparing to go to Hanoi, was a strategic blun- 
der of enormous proportions, perhaps the biggest political and diplomatic mis- 
take Ho and Giap made in their entire lives. It was the finest gift they could have 
given the French triumvirate in Saigon: the world’s best excuse for breaking with 
the DRV once and for all, at the cost of only a few French military losses. The big 
question is then: Did Giap and Ho bungle it themselves? Or did someone in their 
ranks force their hands? 

Since Giap, shortly after the outbreak of war, ordered all military units to destroy 
the daily order of December 19 with all its appendices,” digging into the details of 
December 19 has been almost taboo in Vietnam. What was Giap’s personal role? 
Did he decide to attack because he anticipated an imminent French coup? Did he 
try to cancel his operation when he realized that the French were not attacking after 
all? Did he then fail to stop the Tu Ve? Did they defy an order to cancel the attack 
because they were afraid the government would bow to French demands for their 
disarmament? Did anticommunist nationalist infiltrators incite the Tu Ve to plunge 
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into war, perhaps in collusion with French clandestine agents? Before examining 
these possibilities, let us take a look at the Vietnamese decision-making hierarchy: 


Level 1: President Ho Chi Minh, assisted by his personal secretary, Vu Ky. 

Level 2a: The party organization: General Secretary Truong Chinh and Le 
Duc Tho. 

Level 2b: The Army: Defense Minister and Commander in Chief Vo Nguyen 
Giap, working in tandem with the security boss, Tran Quoc Hoan, and 
Hoang Van Thai. In communications with the French, Hoang Huu Nam, the 
chief of the Vietnamese Liaison Office, operated as Giap’s special delegate. 

Level 3: Hanoi military sector under the command of the recently appointed 
Vuong Thua Vu, who operated under the authority of Hanoïs Resistance 
Committee, with the following members: Nguyen Van Tran (chair), Vuong 
Thua Vu (deputy chair), Tran Do (political commissar), Tran Quoc Hoan, 
Khuat Duy Tien, Dang Viet Chau, Tran Duy Hung, and Le Quang Dao.*? 


Beneath this level again were the various military units, the National Guard, the 
militia forces (Tu Ve), and the police. 

If recent Vietnamese publications are to be trusted, the highest collective au- 
thority was the Standing Bureau of the Central Committee of the Party, led by 
Truong Chinh, and the meeting at Van Phuc from 1430 to 1515 hours was key. As 
already mentioned, the French intelligence services do not seem to have been aware 
of the Standing Bureau at all. They thought the top leadership was the Viet Minh 
Tong Bo, and Truong Chinh and Le Duc Tho do not seem to have been on their 
radar screen. A SEHAN report claimed that Giap and Ho never parted company 
in the critical days of December, in order to ensure full coordination of political, 
diplomatic, and military concerns. This is wrong. As we have seen, Giap was in 
Hanoi several times, notably on December 19 after the Van Phuc meeting, while 
Ho Chi Minh stayed in his safe house, and Giaps military headquarters was located 
in a different place from Hos. 

A little before December 19, the SEHAN received reports of an internal conflict 
in the Vietnamese Army, with former officers of the colonial army, trained in French 
methods, opposed by younger officers trained under Giap. The latter were often the 
sons of veteran party members who had been recommended to undergo training 
at the recently formed military academies. A study by Giap in April 1947 entitled 
“Our Liberation War—Strategy and Tactics” denounced “certain people” who were 
opposed to the strategy of protracted guerrilla warfare on grounds that the Viet 
Minh did not yet have regular troops able to sustain a guerrilla struggle, and that 
because the country was so much smaller than China, it would in any case be ex- 
tremely difficult to apply the Maoist strategy in Vietnam, where the enemy would 
be able to take control of all the cities and communication routes, thus paralyzing 
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resistance. Moreover, these “certain people” argued, given the enemy troops’ po- 
tential range of action and the backwardness of the Vietnamese economy, it would 
be extremely difficult to create a national army on the tactical level. ICP General 
Secretary Truong Chinh was working with some of the same issues in an organi- 
zational directive for the Indochinese Communist Party that was issued on De- 
cember 22, 1946. It called for a protracted resistance struggle of the whole nation 
against the reactionary colonial French aggressors, establishing an alliance with the 
French people against the reactionary colonialists, and establishing solidarity with 
the Cambodian and Lao peoples and all oppressed peoples in the French Union. 
The party should protect the people and win the hearts and minds of the people. 
The aim should be to make the enemy hungry, thirsty, lame, blind, deaf, mute, tired, 
and bored. The resistance struggle would have three stages, first one of contention 
(phong ngu), in which the major cities might have to be abandoned, after first hav- 
ing offered violent resistance, then one of equilibrium (cam cu), where the enemy 
would continually suffer losses, and finally the counteroffensive (phan cong). One 
can easily imagine that in December 1946, the more tradition-bound military 
officers may have wanted to engage their forces in a real battle for Hanoi, while Giap 
and Truong Chinh wanted to keep them in reserve for a protracted armed strug- 
gle. In his directive, Truong Chinh distinguished several stages in the struggle and 
said of the first: “The defensive stage: We may indeed have no choice but to tem- 
porarily evacuate the big cities after having fought decisive battles there. (N.B.: We 
must continuously harass the places that we have temporarily abandoned)” (Giai 
doan phong ngu: Co the van bat dac do phai tam thoi bo nhung thanh thi lon sau 
khi khang chien quyet liet o do. [Chu y: Phai luon luon quay nhieu nhung noi tam 
bo]).*! Decisive battles—did Giap perhaps seriously consider the possibility of en- 
gaging more of his regular forces in the battle for Hanoi?Š2 
The Vietnamese military forces in Hanoi included: 


At least four army battalions positioned around Hanoi and one army 
battalion inside the city defending public buildings, above all, the presiden- 
tial palace. The unit defending Ho's residence fought bravely on the night 
of December 19-20, and all of its members were killed. 

Death squads with special tasks, such as to destroy armored cars, probably 
with Le Hong as political commissar, who is likely to have reported to Tran 
Quoc Hoan. They played an active part in the operations at 2000 hours. A 
French witness saw a red signal rocket. 

Tu Ve militia forces, led by a Central Executive Committee, consisting of 
about 3,500 men, organized in sections and companies in each city neigh- 
borhood. They executed sabotage missions and engaged in much ineffective 
shooting during the evening of December 19. Some of the militiamen had 
been trained by deserters from the Japanese Army, and they were probably 
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responsible for taking the French civilian hostages.** According to Giap, the 
commander of the Tu Ve was Le Trung Toan.°5 


We may now return to the key question: at which level was the ultimate decision 
taken? Did Giap launch the attack because he misconceived French immediate in- 
tentions, or did the Tu Ve disobey orders to cancel? Let us first examine arguments 
supporting the hypothesis that the Vietnamese leaders tried in vain to cancel the 
attack once they learned that Blum was sending Moutet on a peace mission. 

First, Giap and Ho’s public appeals for general resistance came after the fighting 
had begun, not as a signal to attack, as the Van Phuc meeting had decided. Hence 
the other French garrisons in the north were attacked only later, so the effect of sur- 
prise was lost. If Giap had always been fully determined to attack at 2000 hours, 
then he would probably have been able, in consonance with the order he had sent 
out that morning, to get his commanders to attack all the French garrisons simul- 
taneously. The failure of the army to catch the French by surprise in other places 
than Hanoi indicates that the orders they received are likely to have been ambigu- 
ous. Giap issued a public order to all military units to fight on all fronts, but this 
order was only announced well after 2000 hours.% Devillers says 2130 hours, just 
when the French counterattack was beginning in Hanoi.And why was Ho Chi 
Minh$ appeal, the text of which had been approved at the Van Phuc meeting, not 
read out on Radio Bach Mai until the next day? 

We should take a closer look at Ho Chi Minh’s appeal and the circumstances 
surrounding its launch. There are three oddities: The first concerns the text itself, 
which refers to a desire for peace, instead of immediately urging the people to fight: 


Compatriots all over the country! 

As we desire peace, we have made concessions. But the more concessions we 
make, the more the French colonialists press on, for they are bent on reconquering 
our country. 

No! We would rather sacrifice all than lose our country. Never shall we be enslaved! 

Compatriots! Stand up! 

Men and women, old and young, regardless of religious creed, political affiliation, 
and nationality, all Vietnamese must stand up to fight the French colonialists and save 
the Fatherland. Those who have rifles will use their rifles; those who have swords will 
use their swords; those who have no swords will use spades, hoes, or sticks. Everyone 
must endeavor to oppose the colonialists and save his country! 

Members of the army, the self-defense corps, and the militia! 

The hour for national salvation has struck! We must shed even our last drop of 
blood to safeguard our country. 

Even if we must endure the greatest hardships in our war of resistance, with our 
determination to face all sacrifices, we are bound to win. 

Long live independent and unified Viet Nam! 

Long live the victorious Resistance! 
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FIGURE 8. Handwritten draft of Ho Chi Minh’s famous appeal, dated December 19, 1946: 
“Fight with your arms, your picks, your spades, your sticks!” Courtesy Ho Chi Minh 
Museum, Hanoi. 


Why did Ho include the first three paragraphs instead of just starting with “Com- 
patriots! Stand up!”? It is as though he were arguing with himself, or seeking to 
justify his action. This is the first oddity. The second is that Ho never signed the 
appeal. The entire manuscript is in his handwriting, but the five words suggested 
by Le Duc Tho at the Van Phuc meeting were added by Truong Chinh in his hand- 
writing, and he also added Ho’ signature. According to specialists in Hanoi, it is 
clear that Ho Chi Minh signature is written in Truong Chinh’s hand. The third odd- 
ity is that the appeal was not read out on the radio until the following day. Hence 
it is dated December 20 in Hơs Collected Works.8 The sources differ as to when 
exactly the appeal was broadcast. Devillers claims only on December 21. The French 
reported to Paris on December 21, however, that Radio Bach Mai had been silent 
for twenty-four hours, from December 19 to December 20, and that Ho Chi Minh’s 
appeal had been broadcast during the evening of December 20 and again the next 
morning. Giap’s biographer Tran Trong Trung asserts that Giap listened to Ho’s ap- 
peal on the radio at Tay Mo village in the morning of December 20.* The national 
Vietnamese radio was located at Bach Mai, the same place as Giap’s military head- 
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quarters. Why was not the appeal broadcast at 2000 hours on December 19 as a sig- 
nal to attack everywhere at the same time, as the Van Phuc meeting had decided it 
should? Technical problems, say Hanoïs historians. 

Perhaps. 

It may be added that the staff of Viet Minh’s main journal, Cuu Quoc, assumed 
on December 19 that it would come out as usual the following day. The French later 
discovered a copy of Cuu Quoc dated December 20 with a proclamation from the 
Viet Minh Committee in Hanoi speaking only of preparations for struggle: “The 
decisive time has come! The Viet Minh front in Hanoi invites its compatriots to re- 
main calm and form the closest possible union, and to prepare themselves even more 
effectively to rise up once the government's order is received.” 

The next complicating issue is the regular army’s behavior. The battalion inside 
the city defended public buildings and prepared for a protracted defense of the in- 
digenous and Chinese quarters together with the Tu Ve. Why didn't the regular 
forces stationed at the city’s outskirts take part in the attack at 2000 hours? The strict 
order received by Ngo Van Chieu to only carry out personal orders from Giap or 
his two assistants shows that Giap did not fully trust his subordinates. Perhaps the 
actions of the more disciplined regular army reflect Giap’s intentions better than 
the actions of the Tu Ve. What did the regular army do inside and outside Hanoi 
after 2000 hours? The first French report to Saigon only said that electricity had 
been cut off and “V.M. action” started.”! In the next telegram, electricity had been 
cut off and fire from Vietnamese mortars and automatic weapons had “begun every- 
where simultaneously,” A telegram on December 21 added that units of the reg- 
ular army in the building of the Compagnie Yunnan (inside Hanoi) had opened 
fire on the Central Liaison Office from 2005 hours.” This means, if true, that at 
least one army unit did open fire before the French troops counterattacked, but such 
an attack could have resulted from a spontaneous local initiative. Ngo Van Chieu 
noted in his diary that about fifty young fellows passed by his post at 1830 hours 
and one of them shouted: “It will be soon, comrade. The victory is ours. Long live 
President Ho!” A little later, Ngo Van Chieu saw other Tu Ve fighters leave a house 
armed with hunting guns, one with an enormous saber. He was afraid they might 
defy orders and asked the commander of his regiment what to do. The answer was: 
“What do you want to do? Fire at them?”** At 1920 hours the commander of the 
neighboring unit told Chieu that the French troops had been called back to their 
barracks, and that he thought “it will be for tonight.” So forty minutes before the 
electricity was cut off, at least some of the regular troops had not received any new 
orders since the order to cancel the attack. Ngo Van Chieu’s unit received new or- 
ders at 1950 hours. They said it should go round the city and take up a position on 
the road to Haiphong. 

Third, the Tu Ve were poorly organized. They were the result of a merger of the 
Viet Minh and the VNQDD’s self-defense groups, imposed by Giap at the end of 
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August. An undated Vietnamese report, captured by the French after December 19, 
concluded that the Tu Ve in Hanoi was “a complex, undisciplined, uncontrollable 
organization, difficult to reorganize. But with help from the Viet Minh groups, we 
should expect to be able to rally it to our cause?’ The great majority of the Tu Ve 
combatants had no military training. Group and section commanders had been 
through two training sessions each, of two and three days respectively. A meeting 
of Hanoi’s Resistance Committee on October 18 decided to improve the quality of 
the training. Hanoi was divided into seven neighborhoods (khu), each of which was 
to select three men to go through a basic course. Then these would be expected to 
train 100 of their fellow combatants. The main task of the Tu Ve was to defend their 
own neighborhood. Their principal role was thus defensive, but each khu was also 
expected to recruit enough members to man one death squad, and they would be 
trained in guerrilla methods and certain offensive operations, notably the destruc- 
tion of armored vehicles. In a document presented to a regional Viet Minh meet- 
ing on October 24, 1946, only 217 Tu Ve fighters were said to be Viet Minh mem- 
bers.” In a circular to local Tu Ve commanders dated December 12, they were asked 
to report on the morale, ideas, and desires of the Vietnamese serving under them, 
and on whether any of these were “reactionaries,” that is, adherents of the China- 
oriented opposition.” 

Some of these “reactionaries” saw a Franco- Vietnamese confrontation as the only 
way to get rid of the Viet Minh and hoped for a Sino-American intervention that 
would oust the French and the communists at the same time. Moret, the Sûreté boss 
in Hanoi, noted on December 9 that the upper classes “while contemplating the 
prospect of war in Hanoi with dread, had come to hope it would come promptly, 
since this would be their only way to survive.” In the weeks before December 19, 
the French established contact with several anticommunists in Hanoi and Hue. Ac- 
cording to a later report from Sainteny, they comprised two tendencies: “the VN- 
QDD-Dai Viet tendency of a quite narrow nationalism, and who were difficult to 
approach, and the Catholic-monarchist tendency, whose nationalism was more sub- 
tle” The latter were divided into a left-wing faction (Nguyen Manh Ha); a tradi- 
tional, monarchist, and relatively pro-French faction (Nguyen De, Tran Van Ly); 
and a violently nationalist faction, which, if it eluded French control, “could turn 
against us” (Ngo Dinh Diem). Sainteny said Ngo Dinh Diem had placed himself at 
the junction of all the various tendencies opposing the Viet Minh, and he gave him 
a “code name” (Jacob), toying with the idea that Diem might play some kind of role 
in a Hanoi free of the Viet Minh, contending that “the threads of almost every in- 
trigue that is knit . . . either come from him or pass through him.’ 

The VNQDD-Dai Viet tendency had been in decline. Dai Viet leaders such as 
the former Japanese collaborators Tran Van Lai, Dao Trong Kim, Pham Khac Hoe, 
and Hoang Xuan Han were taken into protective custody by the French after De- 
cember 19. The top VNQDD leaders, such as Vu Hong Khanh, who had signed the 
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March 6 agreement with Ho Chi Minh and Sainteny, and the former minister of 
foreign affairs Nguyen Tuong Tam, had taken refuge in China, Khanh already in 
July, but Tam apparently as late as November. But some VNQDD activists remained 
in Hanoi. In the absence of their leaders, they “see us as their last hope,’ Sainteny 
said. As early as October, two VNQDD representatives (Tran Trong Dung, Pham 
Gia Do) had “found the way to the Commissariat of the Republic: There was also 
another important actor in Hanoi: Nghiem Ke To, who had served as undersecre- 
tary of foreign affairs at the time when Nguyen Tuong Tam was foreign minister. 
From March to July 1946, Tam and To ran the DRV’s diplomacy. In April, with Pres- 
ident Ho’s approval, they sent former emperor Bao Dai on his fruitless mission to 
China to try to persuade Chiang Kai-shek to keep some of his troops in Vietnam. 
When the Chinese withdrew all their forces, To stayed behind. In October, after 
having narrowly escaped an attempt on his life, he went underground, with a Chi- 
nese passport, using the name Ly Hai Kwang. The French files do not say whether 
he was able to communicate with Nguyen Tuong Tam in Nanjing.’”’ On Decem- 
ber 19, immediately after the opening of hostilities, Nghiem Ke To was arrested by 
the French Sûreté, who had had him under surveillance for a long time, but he re- 
fused to play any political role in French-occupied territory. Sainteny complained 
in January that To just wanted to be a simple Chinese citizen. Still, Nghiem Ke To 
would reappear later as the main leader of a much reduced VNQDD.!01 

Pignon may have had Nghiem Ke To in mind when he affirmed on December 17 
that the VNQDD was operating clandestinely in Hanoi, and was infiltrating the 
Tu Ve with the intention of setting it against the French “in order to create difficul- 
ties for the VM leaders.”!” Sainteny and Morlière were just then launching a prop- 
aganda campaign to set the regular Vietnamese Army against the Tu Ve,’ which 
Morlière followed up on December 19 by demanding that the Tu Ve be disarmed. 
Hoang Huu Nam’s answer to Morliére promised that this would be discussed by 
the Vietnamese cabinet the following day. Could the Tu Ve have feared being de- 
ceived by their government? Their commanders had been informed through Giap's 
order in the morning that the government had rejected a French demand that they 
be disarmed. Giap said in his order that the French could be expected to start dis- 
arming the militia within the next twenty-four hours. What would the Tu Ve lead- 
ers have thought when they heard that Ho and Giap were ready to discuss the French 
demands? Might they have decided to defy a cancellation order from Giap? 

One more troubling fact seems to indicate that the attack did not follow a pre- 
set plan: on December 19, the clerks in the government office in Hanoi (the Office 
of the Northern Region, Bac Bo Phu) continued their normal work, filed documents 
as late as 1800 hours, and did not seek to destroy even quite sensitive files (which 
can thus be studied today in the French colonial archives in Aix-en-Provence).!9 

Who ordered the water and electricity to be cut off on December 19? Ngo Van 
Chieu wrote in his diary that at 2000 hours, the Tu Ve guarding the electric plant 
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“gave the alert”!95 Could someone have infiltrated the Tu Ve guarding the electric 
plant? The Tu Ve had been infiltrated by the VNQDD, were poorly organized, and 
were under threat of being disarmed. These three factors could have made it 
difficult to make them obey an order to postpone the planned assault. Still it seems 
far-fetched to imagine that a network of infiltrators, with or without French sup- 
port, would on their own initiative have been able to signal “an alert” setting off 
all the shooting, mining, killing, and kidnapping that happened immediately after 
2000 hours. 

By now we have exhausted the arguments for the hypothesis that Giap tried to 
cancel the attack but failed. There are many troubling facts, but none of them would 
be accepted as proof in a court of law. Let us turn to evidence indicating that the 
attack resulted after all from a conscious decision among the top Vietnamese lead- 
ers (Ho Chi Minh, Truong Chinh, Le Duc Tho, Vo Nguyen Giap) at their afternoon 
Van Phuc meeting. The hypothesis is then that Giap did not try to cancel the at- 
tack, but dutifully followed the Van Phuc decision in spite of the news that Blum 
had decided to send Moutet on a peace mission to Hanoi. 

First, this is what Vietnamese historians claim today, and what Giap himself as- 
serts in his memoirs. His version is accepted in virtually all the most recent litera- 
ture, both in Vietnam and abroad. However, we cannot take it for granted that Giap 
and Vietnam’s military and party historians are telling the truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth. It just seems natural that their preferred narrative is one 
in which the party and the military commander were in full control, where every- 
one agreed with one another and did everything according to plan. 

Second, Hanoi’s post office knew by 7 p.m. that the attack was going to happen. 
In an internal Vietnamese letter dated December 23, the “war commissar” at 
Hanoi’s central post office (whose task may have been to alert others by telegraph 
once fighting had started) said he had been warned of the attack a little after 7 p.m. 
by the political commissar of the local section of the National Guard. If the Na- 
tional Guard commissar was acting on Giap’s orders, this would mean either that 
Giap never wavered or that he changed his mind several times. 

Third, French actions in the late afternoon renewed the fears of an imminent 
French coup. Starting around 5 p.m., the French soldiers and officers, who had 
started to spread out through the city, disappeared from the streets again. When he 
learned this, Giap may have thought that when he said that the French troops would 
be furloughed, Morliére had been hoodwinking his representative, Hoang Huu 
Nam. And he may have received this news just as he was trying to convince his men 
that still more patience was needed; Uncle Ho would need yet another respite to 
find out what the new French premier would do. Giap was not the kind of man given 
to panic, but he may have feared that the French were trying to outfox him. Not 
long after the French troops had been recalled to barracks, Giap received reports 
that French armored cars had been observed at five strategic locations, and also that 


WHO TURNED OUT THE LIGHTS? 227 


a group of French residents in the Hôtel Métropole, who had been reported by the 
maids to keep guns concealed under their beds, were taking up positions in a restau- 
rant opposite Ho’s residence.'”” This news or rumor may have given him the idea 
that the French were on the verge of taking action, either to disarm the Tu Ve or 
arrest the Vietnamese leaders. If Giap convinced himself at some point between 1830 
and 2003 hours that the French might be about to attack, he may have decided, in 
order not to lose the initiative, to order his troops into action after all, even at the 
cost of launching a badly coordinated operation. He may simply have decided to 
go with what seemed to be the flow of history, rather than making a futile attempt 
to alter its course. Giap would then have changed his mind twice: in the morning 
and early afternoon, he had planned to attack; in the late afternoon (upon learning 
that Blum would send Moutet, and of Morliére’s promise to furlough the French 
troops that evening), he balked; and in the evening (when the French soldiers were 
recalled to barracks and French armored cars took up strategic positions), he once 
more decided to proceed with the attack. Regardless of whether Giap wavered or 
not, it thus seems that he is telling the truth in his memoirs in taking responsibil- 
ity for the historical plunge: 


The signal for the attack would be the cutting [off] of electricity, followed by cannon 
fire from the Lang fortress, situated at the periphery [of the city]. We would in this 
way benefit from the darkness. This was not easy to accomplish. In fact, under the 
military convention, the Yen Phu electric plant was guarded by a mixed Vietnamese- 
French patrol. We had secretly to introduce a quantity of explosive material shortly 
before the time set [l’heure H]. If the enemy had discovered it, he would have used 
this as a pretext to occupy the plant and take the initiative to attack us throughout 
the city.!98 


Here, however, the historian Giap misreads his former adversary the same way that 
the commander Giap may have misunderstood French intentions on December 19. 
The French needed a much better pretext if they were to launch an all-out attack of 
their own. They could not use the mere discovery of a plot to introduce explosives 
into the power plant as a pretext, since their government had forbidden them to 
take the initiative in the fighting. They needed Giap to take the initiative. 

The waterworks and electric power station played crucial roles in setting off the 
attack, especially the Yen Phu plant; the sudden darkness at 2003 hours was noted 
by everyone. We know from the previous chapter that French intelligence had got 
hold, well before December 19, of a Vietnamese plan saying a general attack would 
be initiated by cutting off the water and electricity supply. We also know that Val- 
luy’s operational planners in Saigon had planned to cut all telephone lines in Hanoi 
in the opening phase of the coup they were preparing, either by cutting the lines 
mechanically or by boosting the electricity (although the latter method would do 
lasting damage).!°? Both the Yen Phu power plant and the waterworks were situ- 
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ated between Truc Bach Lake and the Red River, north of the Citadel. This was the 
area where the French launched their most spectacular barricade removal in the 
days preceding December 19. 

One of Moret’s Sûreté reports provides a precise description of what happened 
when the war broke out: “December 19, 1946. At 2000 hours, the Viet Minh blew 
up the exciter /excitatrice] of the turbine at the electric power station and cut the 
water supply for the whole city” The Sûreté added more details in another report: 
three bombs or explosive charges had gone off in the electric power station “after 
a Vietnamese sabotage of the alternators, into which acid had been poured.” How 
did the Viet Minh get access to the power plant and find out how to sabotage it? 

The power station was managed jointly by a French and Vietnamese director 
and had long been protected by a mixed Franco-Vietnamese guard. In the morn- 
ing of December 17, a serious incident took place, in which the French sentry killed 
his Vietnamese colleague. The workers at the plant went on a protest strike, but 
they subsequently resumed their work at the insistence of the Vietnamese gov- 
ernment. On December 19, according to Giap’s memoirs, the workers at the power 
plant, who were members of the self-defense group there, and operated under a 
leader named Giang, “marvelously succeeded in blowing up the generators at the 
predetermined time.”!!° 

After December 19, the Vietnamese power plant director, Hoang Van Ngoc, was 
arrested by French military police, after having been denounced by his French co- 
director, Cavalin. Unfortunately, we do not know what the accusation was, but the 
Stireté boss, Moret, intervened to obtain Hoang Van Ngoc’s release, citing his “anti- 
Viet Minh” sentiments and praising him for having rendered precious services to 
the Sûreté. To lend weight to his words, Moret—who, at Pignon’s instigation, later 
received a special promotion for his “vigilance” in December 1946—added: “Mr. 
Pignon knows about it” The French electricity director, Mr. Cavalin, was unhappy 
that his Vietnamese co-director was not punished, and he apparently decided to 
take the law in his own hands. On December 23, he brought a French employee 
with him to the Vietnamese director's home, and shot Hoang Van Ngoc in the throat, 
wounding him." Perhaps this was just a private quarrel, but it seems suspicious in 
light of the essential role the electric plant had played four days earlier. One won- 
ders if the crime committed by the anti- Viet Minh Vietnamese director of the power 
plant was to shut his eyes, in collusion with the French Sûreté, and allow Giap’s agents 
to bring in their explosives. If he allowed his plant to be sabotaged, this anticom- 
munist Vietnamese director might actually have rendered a precious service to both 
Giap and Pignon at the same time. Such action may also have pleased the non- 
communist nationalists who wanted the French and the Viet Minh to fight each 
other to clear the way for noncommunist nationalism. 

In the end, however, it was the communists who triumphed. Eight years later, 
when returning to Hanoi after the victory at Dien Bien Phu and the signing of the 
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Geneva agreement, one of the first places Giap visited in the capital was the Yen 
Phu electric power plant: “I shook the hands of the workers for a long time . . . who, 
on the night of December 19, 1946, had blown up the generators, giving the signal 
for the general attack?!” 


FAIT ACCOMPLI 


Even today we do not have sufficient evidence to draw a final conclusion as to 
whether the attack was made in defiance of the high command’s orders or if Gen- 
eral Giap and President Ho, or just Giap, tried to withdraw the attack order at some 
point after 1600 hours, and then went back on their cancellation and reordered the 
action at some point after 1700 hours. Giap and Ho were clearly under pressure 
from below. Among the Vietnamese youth, there was a widespread urge to fight the 
French, take revenge, and liberate the fatherland. The enigma of what happened on 
the Vietnamese side from 1700 to 2000 hours will perhaps never quite be resolved.HŠ 

If the responsibility for the ultimate decision remains shadowy, it is clear that 
the whole top leadership knew that an attack had been prepared. Giap says in his 
memoirs that alternative courses of action had been considered. A Japanese advi- 
sor had suggested infiltrating a commando into the Citadel and attacking Morlières 
headquarters directly. This was dismissed as too risky, and Giap did not yet have a 
sufficiently trained unit for such daring special missions. The option of withdraw- 
ing from the city without a fight and organizing a counteroffensive from bases in 
the hinterland had been chosen by all Vietnamese resistance leaders in the past, 
whenever there had been a Chinese attack on Thang Long (Hanoi). This option was 
seriously considered, but it would mean losing a chance to set the people a heroic 
example. Giap considered it important, he says in his memoirs, that Hanoi take the 
lead in the national resistance. Although there was no prospect of winning a battle 
for Hanoi, where the French had concentrated substantial and well-equipped 
forces, by taking the initiative and then defending the Sino- Vietnamese sections of 
the city for as long as possible before withdrawing, the Vietnamese forces in the 
capital would provide the Vietnamese younger generation with a heroic example. 
This would facilitate the task of building a strong army from the rear. Fighting in 
the national capital itself, might also enhance the internal legitimacy of the DRV 
in Vietnam and make it more shameful for “traitors” to set up an alternative gov- 
ernment in collaboration with the French. The French would also probably have 
considered a defensive withdrawal as a voluntary abdication, abrogating all previ- 
ous agreements, and have looked for more manageable local representatives to deal 
with. These are some of the reasons given by Giap for the choice he made before is- 
suing the fatal order on the morning of December 19. In this way, the battle-tested 
hero sought to make sense of what he had done when he was young.!!* In his ac- 
count, everything went according to plan, and he hardly mentions the diplomatic 
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aspects of the struggle for national independence. There were not many options left 
to the Vietnamese government in December 1946. It had been driven into a cor- 
ner by the French occupation of Haiphong and Langson and the pressures applied 
by Sainteny and Morliére. But it had one option that Giap’s military brain does not 
seem to have considered. The government could have chosen to remain in place in 
Hanoi, wait a little longer for Blum to make his policy known, receive Moutet in 
Hanoi and present him with good reasons for replacing đArgenlieu as high com- 
missioner. Ho Chi Minh is likely to have understood this opportunity, as are Hoang 
Minh Giam and Hoang Huu Nam. Until December 19, Ho resisted the pressure for 
military action, refusing to let himself be trapped. On December 19, he either lost 
control of himself or of his men, and stumbled. 

The French in Indochina were playing with fire. They steadily escalated the pres- 
sure on Ho Chi Minh, while at the same time agitating the Vietnamese population 
through propaganda, provocations, and reprisals in the streets. The purpose was to 
either force Ho to make a clean break or to provoke a split between “moderates” and 
“extremists.” Pignon and đArgenlieu chose the first option and won. With some en- 
couragement from Valluy, Sainteny gambled on the second option, hoping to save 
his friend Ho for France. Sainteny was the bait in the French trap, and he was de- 
voured. But the trappers in Saigon were not just up against the Vietnamese, they 
were also seeking to entrap their own government in Paris. It was a race against time, 
to prevent the new French premier from interfering with the progress toward war. 
When the lights went out in Hanoi, a personal message to President Ho Chi Minh 
bearing the signature of Prime Minister Léon Blum was lying on Valluy’s desk in 
Saigon. Valluy let it remain there for as long as he dared before fulfilling his duty 
and transmitting it to the addressee. In the morning of December 20, Valluy in- 
formed Paris that he had been on the verge of transmitting Blum’s message to the 
Vietnamese president when he got the tragic news from Hanoi. He would now “in 
any case ... nevertheless, in spite of the events” try to reach the addressee. Ho got 
the message from a messenger who carried it through the lines, and immediately 
wrote a reply. Sainteny, however, did not find this reply worthy of being forwarded 
to the French premier, and suggested that Ho should be so informed.!! 

Blum saw đArgenlieu in his Paris office on the morning of December 19, before 
the admiral took off for Tunis and Cairo on his way back to Saigon. The socialist 
veteran laid out for the Gaullist admiral his humanitarian philosophy concerning 
the future of the French Union. The high commissioner, reassured by the support 
he had got from de Gaulle two days earlier and unmoved by Blum’s lofty ideas, 
assured him of his complete agreement. This, at least, is what Blum told the press 
afterward.!!° Paris was informed of the events in Hanoi only around noon on De- 
cember 20, twenty-three hours after the event (given the seven-hour time differ- 
ence).'!” Blum at once smelled a rat, and urgently ordered Valluy to negotiate a sus- 
pension of hostilities “if it is possible without compromising the position of the 


WHO TURNED OUT THE LIGHTS? 231 


troops and of French civilians.’ He had this order signed by Chief of Staff Alphonse 
Juin. He also informed Valluy that Moutet would arrive shortly in order to “try and 
prevent the definitive outbreak of hostilities.” Juin asked Valluy for precise infor- 
mation about what had happened and what had motivated the French occupation 
of public buildings on December 18. At the same time, Valluy was asked to forward 
a new telegram to Ho, signed both by Blum and Moutet, pleading with the presi- 
dent to terminate hostilities on his side. Blum and Moutet assured Ho Chi Minh of 
their desire to keep the peace and apply past agreements, if only it could be done 
fairly. But no violation of the agreements would be tolerated." 

While the order to Valluy and the message to Ho were transmitted to Saigon, 
Moutet declared in the National Assembly that the government would defend 
French interests by peaceful means if possible, but would refuse to let anyone im- 
pose anything on it with violence. Vincent Auriol, the Assembly’s Speaker, who 
would soon be elected the first president of the French Fourth Republic, read out 
a message of sympathy for the French combatants, which an MRP deputy was pro- 
posing to adopt. Blum intervened to say that while he was not opposed to adopt- 
ing the message, the lack of precise information from Hanoi left some hope that 
the events might be less serious than feared. He did not mention either his order 
to Valluy to negotiate a suspension of hostilities or his telegram to Ho Chi Minh.!!° 
Nota single French communist or socialist deputy voted against the message of sym- 
pathy for the Frenchmen fighting the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, which was 
adopted unanimously, a notable example of nationalism trumping ideology. 

Before Valluy received the order from Blum to seek a suspension of hostilities, 
the general had already done the opposite. He instructed Morlière to take “ener- 
getic action” against the Vietnamese forces, reopen the Haiphong-Hanoi road, and 
take full control of all traffic between the two cities. In defiance of the military in- 
structions đArgenlieu had received from the French government on December 10, 
Valluy now also reduced the French military capability in southern Indochina by 
sending reinforcements to Haiphong, while also demanding that ten more battal- 
ions be dispatched urgently from France.!? When Valluy received his government’s 
orders, he decided to ignore them and tell Paris why: 


I honestly don’t see how I can obtain a suspension of fighting. We have lost contact 
with the VN government, which is undoubtedly in the view of all French and for- 
eign observers [a word missing] the aggression. It seems that for the sake of French 
prestige, the request for a suspension of fighting should come from that govern- 
ment... Yet, if it proves impossible for General Morliére to reach President Ho, I 
am prepared to make the text of the message from “Monsieur Président Blum” known 
over Radio Saigon. I feel obliged, however, to draw the attention of the government 
to the very serious consequences that this would have on the morale of the troops, 
engaged in a hard struggle, and of the French civilians, who are strongly affected by 
the assassinations perpetrated on their fellow citizens with a savagery and a perfidy 
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that will be related to you elsewhere. I add that even indigenous public opinion would 
not understand. !?1 


This was followed by a stream of messages to prove the “premeditation” of the at- 
tack. Blum now resigned himself to his fate; in the afternoon of December 23, Juin 
assured Valluy that the previous instructions had been due to lack of information.!”” 
That same evening, Blum made a new declaration in the National Assembly, stat- 
ing that he had been disappointed in his hopes for more reassuring news. He now 
emphasized that the “necessary orders had been given without any wavering and 
without any delay” meaning Valluy’s orders, not his own. Blum confirmed that 
France had been obliged to face violence and assured that the French in Indochina 
and “friendly peoples” could count unreservedly on the vigilance and resolution of 
his government. He then again brought up the themes he had emphasized in his 
conversation with d’Argenlieu, focusing on his principled rejection of colonialism: 
colonial possessions would be justified only the day they cease to be such.!”3 These 
avowals aroused no excitement either in the Assembly or the press. Blum’s views 
were well known. The main point now was that he had loyally stood up for France 
in the immediate conflict at hand. 

In the late evening of December 23, an unanimous Assembly— including all its 
communist and socialist members—decided to allow the government to transfer 
funds from one part of the defense budget to another so that reinforcements could 
be sent to Indochina.! The press as a whole praised Blum. Pierre Courtade said 
in the communist mouthpiece L'Humanité that Blum’s statement had been “per- 
fectly reasonable.” The premier had pointed out “the only possible solution: nego- 
tiations as soon as peace and order have been restored” Franc-Tireur highly ap- 
preciated Blum’ anticolonialist statements, while Robert Verdier in Le Populaire 
evoked the “unjust destiny,” which had confronted Blum’s new government with 
severe responsibilities. The same concern for the socialist veteran’s unjust destiny 
motivated a comment by Alain Guichard in LAube: “Even if it is impossible to sub- 
scribe to everything that the head of government affirms, his sincerity and the 
struggle inside him between the hard realities and his old pacifist dreams give rea- 
son for sympathy”!? 

Among the French in Saigon, there were sighs of relief. Plans were being laid for 
taking Moutet on a tour of the Indochinese Federation, with stopovers in Vientiane 
and Phnom Penh, and thwarting any idea he might have of wanting to see Ho Chi 
Minh. Meanwhile, almost recovered from his wounds in the Hanoi hospital, Sain- 
teny could not quite forget the sympathy he had come to feel for the Vietnamese 
president. One week after he was wounded, he wrote to a friend in Saigon about 
his desire to know why the Viet Minh leaders had suddenly decided on a suicidal 
policy. Who had wanted it, and who had been against it? Had Ho Chi Minh en- 
joyed any freedom of action? Perhaps they had suddenly realized that time was run- 
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ning out, he speculated, since every false move would have the effect of improving 
the French position. Sainteny found it difficult to believe that Ho had himself been 
party to such an act of insanity, and he felt almost certain that the president had 
been working under severe constraint. He wondered if he would ever find out what 
had happened.! 

Sainteny would meet Ho again, as the first French representative to the Demo- 
cratic Republic of Vietnam after the fall of Dien Bien Phu and the Geneva accords 
in 1954. He would also serve as host for the first secret talks between Henry Kissinger 
and Le Duc Tho in Paris on August 6, 1969, three weeks before Ho Chi Minh died 
on September 2, 1969, Vietnam Independence Day. When Sainteny himself died 
in 1978, three years after Vietnam’s final unification, he had still not found out what 
happened on the day Giap took the bait. 


If Only... 


Historical events change the fate of individuals as much as nations. During the first 
twelve days of the French Indochina War, the father of the Vietnamese historian 
Duong Trung Quoc took part in the fighting in Hanoi. On December 31, he was 
killed near Long Bien bridge. Until recently, I had no idea that my Vietnamese col- 
league had been so personally engaged in the tragedy of 1946, but in July 2007, after 
we had known each other for almost twenty years, Quoc suddenly asked if I knew 
what his name meant. It does not mean “Duong the Chinese,” he explained, “al- 
though “Trung Quoc’ means ‘China’ My “Trung Quoc has a different sense. It means 
‘Duong Loyal to the Nation? When my father said farewell to my grandmother in 
December 1946, he told her that if he became the father of a son, his name should 
be Duong Trung Quoc. I was born on June 2, 1947.” 

This book revises the history of the origin of the First Indochina War on two 
main points. First, the signing of the Franco- Vietnamese agreement of March 6, 
1946, recognizing Vietnam as a “free state” did not result from any temporary 
pragmatic, liberal, or moderate ascendancy among French colonial decision- 
makers. As of late February and early March, France was ready to launch a mili- 
tary reconquest of northern Indochina to follow up its reconquest of the south, 
if the negotiations with Ho Chi Minh government should fail. But the French 
sailed into a Chinese trap. Peace was imposed by China, which forced the two 
parties to sign a deal on terms neither really wanted. Chiang Kai-shek’s govern- 
ment told France to sign the agreement or else risk international war. The Chi- 
nese also leaned heavily on Ho Chi Minh. He too signed under Chinese constraint. 
When the agreement was signed, none of the signatories genuinely intended to 
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implement it faithfully. In the following months, however, a constituency was built 
both in France and Vietnam for a “policy of accords” that might perhaps have 
preserved the peace.! 

Second, the outbreak of war on December 19 was not a premeditated and well- 
coordinated Vietnamese act of aggression, with simultaneous attacks on all French 
garrisons in the north, as some recent accounts, both Vietnamese and Western, say. 
To be sure, it was the Vietnamese who opened fire, just after 8 p.m.; the attack was 
in accordance with elements of a premeditated plan; and it probably followed a de- 
cision taken by the Standing Bureau of the ICP at a meeting that same afternoon. 
But the attacks on the other French garrisons came only later, and they did not take 
the French by surprise. Something went wrong at the Vietnamese headquarters that 
day. Either the leaders were not in control of their forces or they made a momen- 
tous blunder—or both. The Vietnamese militia took the offensive just when Léon 
Blum’s new French government had decided to send Minister for Overseas France 
Marius Moutet on a peace mission to Hanoi. Thus Giap saved High Commissioner 
đArgenlieu and General Valluy from what they feared most: a resumption of talks 
between the French and Vietnamese governments over their heads. Regardless of 
whether or not Giap ordered or authorized the attack at 8 p.m., or just lost control, 
he fell into a French trap made in Saigon. 

Was the outbreak of war inevitable? Hardly. As of 1946, the great powers, China, 
Great Britain, the United States, and the Soviet Union, wanted France to show re- 
straint and cooperate with Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh and Léon Blum shared the same 
wish. Once Blum was elected French premier, the two leaders tried their best to 
get in touch with each other and prevent the feared outbreak of hostilities. If the 
timetables of December 19 had been slightly different, if French Commissioner 
Jean Sainteny had replied positively to Undersecretary for Foreign Affairs Hoang 
Minh Giam’s request for a meeting in the morning, if General Morlière had stuck 
to his decision to furlough his troops, if the message Blum had sent Ho the day 
before had not been withheld in General Valluy’s Saigon office, if Minister of De- 
fense Vo Nguyen Giap had kept his head, or if someone had prevented the Van 
Phuc electric power station from being sabotaged, then people in Hanoi might not 
have heard Ho’s call to fight with sticks and spades the following day. The immi- 
nent arrival of Moutet’s peace mission would instead have been the subject on 
everyone's lips. 

Georges Bidaults outgoing government had made clear to Admiral đArgenlieu 
and General Valluy on December 14 that they must not be at fault in any new in- 
cidents,” so Giap’s fear of an imminent French attack was unfounded. He could not 
know it at the time, of course, but we now know that the French would not have 
launched any major attack if the Vietnamese had kept calm. If Ho had been informed 
earlier of Blum’s decision to dispatch Moutet to Hanoi, he might have persuaded 
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Giap to wait. The DRV had everything to gain from a chance to alert Blum’s gov- 
ernment to the French violations of the March 6 and September 14 agreements, 
and Ho had systematically prepared to do so by drafting a memorandum with sev- 
enty-six incriminating appendices.” 

The question of whether or not the outbreak of war was avoidable invites two 
additional questions, one small and one big. How and by whom could the outbreak 
of war have been prevented? And to what extent would this have changed Viet- 
namese and world history? While the second question calls for a counterfactual 
analysis of the First and Second Indochina Wars as a whole, the first one relates 
only to the events analyzed in this book. This concluding chapter will skip the larger 
question and focus on the might-have-beens in 1946, while at the same time ex- 
amining what happened in the immediate aftermath of December 19. The aim is 
to identify the actors who might have changed history. 


THE GREAT POWERS 


By December 1946, China was no longer in a position to prevent war between France 
and Vietnam. The withdrawal of its occupation troops from May to September re- 
moved China's leverage. China, Britain, and the United States had all been relieved 
to see France and Vietnam sign the March 6 accords. The Foreign Office and the 
State Department had worried that France might break its engagements and enter 
into a costly war. France would be acting against its own best interests in doing so, 
they thought, since it did not have sufficient resources to wage a colonial war. After 
the Chinese withdrawal, the United Kingdom and United States had more lever- 
age than China, since France depended on them for arms and equipment, but they 
did not want to antagonize France by threatening sanctions. U.S. President Harry S 
Truman had not inherited his predecessor’s urge to liberate Indochina from France, 
and the State Departments European Office warned against doing anything that 
might offend French amour propre. This is why the early December warnings from 
the head of the State Department’s Southeast Asia Division, Abbot Low Moffat, went 
unheeded in Washington. 

The conflict between Moffat and the Europe-focused leaders of the State De- 
partment had a British parallel. The young C. M. Andersson, who handled French 
Indochina in the Foreign Office, was critical of French intransigence, but his 
suggestions for action were ignored.° The British assistance in pacifying southern 
Indochina during September 1945-February 1946 had caused much criticism 
throughout the Commonwealth. Supreme Allied Commander Southeast Asia Lord 
Louis Mountbatten had been exasperated when France seemed about to go to war 
in March, and he had sighed with relief when the March 6 agreement was signed,° 
but when the policy of agreement was undermined, the British government did not 
interfere. 
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Chiang Kai-shek’s government also had to tread carefully, since it did not want 
to set any precedent for international mediation in its conflict with the Chinese 
communists; yet, shortly before December 19, the Chinese ambassador to the 
United Kingdom proposed a joint intervention by Britain, China, and the United 
States to the British Foreign Office. And on December 24, 1946, the Chinese am- 
bassador in Paris approached his British colleague with a proposal to instruct the 
British, American, and Chinese consuls in Hanoi to intervene with a view to ar- 
riving at a cease-fire. The Foreign Office discussed the Chinese proposals and in- 
formed the Chinese embassy that any intervention was thought unwise, and that 
the United States was taking “a similar line to our own?” This was correct. On De- 
cember 23, Director John Carter Vincent of the Office of Far Eastern Affairs in the 
State Department warned his superiors that “given the present elements in the sit- 
uation, guerilla warfare may continue indefinitely.” Then Undersecretary of State 
Dean Acheson, who directed U.S. foreign policy during the absences of Secretary 
of State James Byrnes, invited the French ambassador, Henri Bonnet, to a meeting. 
His purpose was not, in Bonnets words “to embarrass us or to affect us in the de- 
fense of our interests in Indochina.” He just mentioned the availability of U.S. good 
offices, an offer Bonnet promptly declined. Bonnet interpreted the meeting as an 
expression of American goodwill, linked to the State Department's fear of provoking 
an upsurge of anticolonialism in American public opinion that might compromise 
U.S. interests in Europe.’ He was right. The main reason for the U.S. and British 
hands-off policy was not that Ho Chi Minh was a communist, but the need for 
French support in Europe. Washington was far more concerned by French than by 
Vietnamese communism. 

Abbot Low Moffat was still in Southeast Asia when the war broke out in Hanoi. 
On December 19, he asked for permission to return to Washington in order to make 
his case for mediation.!° He was instead instructed to participate in an innocuous 
conference in Batavia (Jakarta). In late December, while there, he impressed on a 
Dutch colleague that the Indochinese impasse could only be resolved through Amer- 
ican mediation, and complained that his government was turning a deaf ear to his 
arguments. The Dutchman reported what Moffat had said to the French. This led 
to French diplomatic representations in Washington, obliging Moffat’s colleagues 
to explain. They vowed to a French diplomat that Moffat had never said what he 
was supposed to have said, and the Frenchman declared himself satisfied. This was 
exactly what he had wanted to hear. In diplomacy, unlike in science, a transparent 
lie is often preferable to an inconvenient truth. !! 

In January 1947, while pitched battles were being fought in the indigenous quar- 
ters of Hanoi and Hue, the State Department studied Ho Chi Minh’s documenta- 
tion of how France had sabotaged the March 6 and modus vivendi agreements. 
Acheson adopted a hands-off approach, but when George C. Marshall, with his ex- 
perience in China, took over as secretary of state, he decided to instruct U.S. Am- 
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bassador Jefferson Caffery to tell the French foreign minister that it might be im- 
possible to prevent an Indochina debate in the UN Security Council if France did 
not show more generosity. On February 3, 1947, after listening to the U.S. ambas- 
sador’s concerns, the incoming foreign minister in the socialist Paul Ramadier’s 
coalition government, Georges Bidault, promised that France would indeed be gen- 
erous, and he let Caffery know that d'Argenlieu’s days in Saigon were numbered. 
Washington promptly returned to its polite silence.” 

So, whereas China lacked the power to prevent the war, the United Kingdom 
and the United States did not want to risk adverse French reactions. The Soviet 
Union had the same priority. Moscow was primarily concerned with its relation- 
ship to France and kept clear of any open support of Ho Chi Minh." The Soviet 
Foreign Service, however, also had a “Moffat.” Ambassador to France Alexander E. 
Bogomolov had followed French Indochina policy and was better informed on the 
subject than anyone in the Soviet capital. In 1945, Bogomolov had expressed him- 
self in favor of establishing an international trusteeship for Indochina, something 
Franklin Roosevelt had often proposed, but he had been instructed by Moscow that 
this was not Soviet policy. In October 1945, Bogomolov forwarded a telegram from 
President Ho to Stalin, explaining that France had forfeited its sovereignty in In- 
dochina through collaboration with Japan, and that Vietnam was upholding its right 
to independence. The Soviet leaders read and discussed the telegram, but decided 
to leave it unanswered. In January 1947, the French ambassador to Moscow was 
told by Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov that “he hoped France and Vietnam 
would come to an agreement satisfying both parties,” without reestablishing a regime 
of “colonial domination.” But Molotov said nothing about bringing up the matter 
in the UN Security Council. The Soviet leaders did not take up the cause of their 
Vietnamese comrades until Mao’s victory in the Chinese Civil War, when Stalin re- 
luctantly agreed to invite Ho Chi Minh to Moscow." 

To sum up, the importance of France for the postwar settlement in Europe im- 
munized it from great power interference in Indochina. Only Chiang Kai-shek’s 
China proposed to do something, and it could not do it alone. 


D’ARGENLIEU, PIGNON, AND VALLUY 


French High Commissioner Georges Thierry đArgenlieu and his two main advi- 
sors, Commissioner of Political Affairs Léon Pignon and Supreme Commander 
General Jean-Etienne Valluy, had sufficient power to prevent the Indochina War, 
but no intention of doing so. They had come to see it as desirable, and it was they 
who brought it about by transforming a customs conflict in Haiphong into a ma- 
jor military operation, and then pressuring Ho Chi Minh to change his government. 
Their problem was that their own government in Paris had made clear, after the 
Haiphong massacre, that France must not be at fault if any further incidents were 
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to occur. They could not take decisive military action in Hanoi unless the adver- 
sary took the initiative. DArgenlieu was in Tunis on his way back from France when 
he learned of the Vietnamese attack. He arrived in Saigon on December 23, con- 
vened his federal cabinet, and affirmed that the initiative and responsibility for the 
attack belonged “exclusively and manifestly to the Hanoi government. .. . The fed- 
eral government unanimously rejects the idea of resuming negotiations with the 
current Ho-Giap team” D’Argenlieu expressed his satisfaction with the turn of 
events, noting in his diary that the “flight” of the Vietnamese government “liber- 
ates us from obligations that the Cominindo itself has recognized as dangers— 
Mr. Moutet in particular. . . . Personally, I have since September 1945 faithfully ex- 
ecuted the policy of agreement in Indochina. It has borne fruit everywhere, except 
with the Hanoi government. Its over [Cest fini].”1$ What comes out clearly in 
Frédéric Turpins superbly researched study De Gaulle, les gaullistes et ’ Indochine, 
1940-1956 is that đArgenlieu received constant backing for his policy of firmness 
from General de Gaulle himself after he had left the French government on Janu- 
ary 20. De Gaulle also strongly supported đArgenlieu in his disagreements with 
General Leclerc. De Gaulle criticized Leclerc for having waited so long to reoccupy 
northern Indochina. He supported đArgenlieu in trying to prevent Ho Chi Minh 
from being invited to France for negotiations in summer 1946. During the confer- 
ence at Fontainebleau, de Gaulle contacted Prime Minister Bidault to make sure he 
did not bow to Vietnamese demands. He strongly supported đArgenlieus policy 
in November-December, receiving him regularly at Colombey-les-Deux-Eglises, 
and notably urged đArgenlieu not to give up his post when the government sought 
to replace him.” On December 17, đArgenlieu saw de Gaulle for more than three 
hours at Colombey, and de Gaulle told him that as far as Indochina was concerned, 
đArgenlieu, not the government, represented France.!8 

After this encounter, d’Argenlieu noted in his diary that since Blum new gov- 
ernment could not be expected to clarify matters, the only remaining possibility 
was “local firmness” (fermeté sur place) so as to “deliver ourselves from this dic- 
tatorship and this Vietnamese drug”!? After he learned of the December 19 events, 
đArgenlieu hoped that they marked the end of both the March 6 accord and the 
modus vivendi agreement. Back in Saigon, he told the British consul on Decem- 
ber 25 that as soon as France had established firm control of the main centers in 
the north, a new Annamite government would be formed. The French had sev- 
eral contacts outside of Ho Chi Minh’s government, and the possibility of rein- 
stalling Emperor Bao Dai should not be overlooked. Shortly afterward, Pignon 
told the British consul that any republican solution in Vietnam would be either 
communist or fascist, so it was better to restore the monarchy. Bao Dai, however, 
was not even in Vietnam, and he was not keen to return there. He lived in Hong 
Kong, on a French subsidy. From December 20 to 2o, he visited Guangzhou, where 
he met with some noncommunist Vietnamese who were busy setting up a “gov- 
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ernment in exile,’ but on returning to Hong Kong, he declared himself disap- 
pointed with the trip.”° 

Who else could the French recruit as collaborators? It is not easy for an occu- 
pying power to build an alternative leadership for a people that already has leaders, 
no matter how undesirable they may be. U.S. Vice-Consul James O'Sullivan dis- 
cussed this problem in a report to Washington. He found the field extremely lim- 
ited. The leaders of the Viet Nam Nationalist Party (Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang, or 
VNQDD) were in China and had little support in Tonkin. The Catholics had few 
leaders, and they disagreed among themselves. Ngo Dinh Diem was a possibility, 
but he was “very nationalistic”; to get his support, the French would have to yield 
more than they had given Ho Chi Minh. O’Sullivan saw the return of Bao Dai as 
just a remote possibility, and found it more likely that Ho Chi Minh would once 
again become acceptable to the French as an interlocutor.?! This was what đAr- 
genlieu was most keen to prevent. He pleaded with the French government to pub- 
licly exclude any future contact with Ho. 

Léon Pignon, d'Argenlieu’s policy advisor, agreed. He had always looked for ways 
to draw key Vietnamese leaders into voluntary cooperation, which he thought it 
possible to achieve through “psychological shocks.” The way to provoke such shocks 
was to take drastic political initiatives. Pignon had been instrumental in drafting 
de Gaulles declaration of March 24, 1945, but he regretted that de Gaulle had waited 
so long to make it. Since the offer to establish a democratic Indochinese Federation 
with a high degree of autonomy for its constituent parts came after the Japanese 
coup of March 9, 1945, and Bao Dai’s proclamation of a Japan-sponsored state of 
Vietnam, France seemed to be acting under pressure. The declaration was thus not 
the intended positive shock, but instead provoked adverse reactions.” The same 
was true of the March 6, 1946, agreement. It had been signed under pressure. Pignon 
had taken part in negotiating it, as advisor to Sainteny in Hanoi. He also took part 
in the June-August negotiations at Fontainebleau, south of Paris, contributing ac- 
tively to their failure.” From October 1946, he used the services of the Sûreté to 
cultivate relations with Vietnamese anticommunists, aiming to set up a new lead- 
ership around Bao Dai. In a December 17 report, Pignon asserted that the future 
of Indochina could be considered with confidence once the current team in Hanoi 
had disappeared: “Our objective is clearly fixed: to move the quarrel that we have 
with the Viet Minh party over to the interior Annamite level” 

After December 19, Saigon was in an optimistic mood. Pignon laid out a strat- 
egy for putting together a new temporary Vietnamese leadership, and he was dis- 
appointed when the main noncommunists refused to go along.” He considered it 
vital, in preparing the ground for new leaders to emerge, to remove any illusion 
that France might ever talk to Ho Chi Minh again. To reopen negotiations with Ho 
would lead to the loss of all French influence in Indochina, he claimed, and subse- 
quently to the disintegration of the whole French empire.” Yet it was necessary to 
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acknowledge the existence of strong nationalist sentiments and reconsider the two 
stumbling blocks in the 1946 negotiations: the unification of the three ky and the 
question of independence. On these points, Pignon did not agree with dArgenlieu; 
he wanted it made known—s0 as to attract new partners—that France would fulfill 
its obligations under the March 6 agreement. 

Pignon’s recommendations in January 1947, which built on his efforts since Oc- 
tober, were strikingly similar to the policy he would adopt as high commissioner 
in 1948-50.” At the Pau Conference in 1950, it was he who organized the liquida- 
tion of the Indochinese Federation, conceived in the government declaration of 
March 24, 1945, which he himself had drafted. He replaced it in 1950 with a short- 
lived structure of three associated states. As early as the end of 1946, Pignon had 
wanted to provoke a “psychological shock” by publicly endorsing Vietnam's national 
unification, scrapping the Indochinese Federation, and arranging for the return of 
Bao Dai. The French government of Paul Ramadier, who succeeded Blum on Jan- 
uary 22, 1947, agreed more with Pignon than with đArgenlieu. When Ramadier 
presented his new tripartite government to the French National Assembly, he stated 
that in future, France would face representatives of the “Annamite people” and would 
“not fear to see realized, if this were the wish of the population, the union of the 
three Annamite countries, nor refuse to allow Vietnam independence”?8 DArgen- 
lieus and Pignon’s visions were at odds, but they agreed on the need to break with 
Ho Chi Minh once and for all. Pignon’s and the French socialists’ views on the ques- 
tion of Vietnamese unity converged, but the socialists (Moutet and Ramadier) were 
ardent republicans, did not fancy a monarchic solution, and would not rule out the 
possibility of talking to Ho Chi Minh once again. 

The third member of the Saigon triumvirate, General Valluy, had until October 
been a source of moderation, since he understood the limitations of French mili- 
tary capabilities. His mood changed, however, and he personally took the most dras- 
tic decisions of all in November. How could he act so recklessly? The result was to 
spread his forces thinly and expose them to the danger of protracted, “dirty” coun- 
terinsurgency warfare. And he knew it. Why did he give up his initial preference 
for concentrating on Cochinchina? Why did he not follow through with his plan 
to withdraw from Langson—even from Hanoi—and concentrate his forces in the 
strategically important Haiphong region? Why was Admiral Barjot the only promi- 
nent French senior officer who continued to insist on Cochinchina’s primacy? Part 
of the explanation is the exasperation—indeed, a “psychological shock” —felt by the 
French in Saigon when the southern rebels proved their loyalty and discipline in 
implementing the cease-fire on October 31, and when the Cochinchinese president 
took his own life. The reaction was to look for some drastic remedy and to seek 
comfort in vague hopes that the Viet Minh edifice might crumble if only France 
displayed sufficient determination. Valluy conceded later that his biggest mistake 
had been to underestimate the adversary.” In November 1946, he recalled, some- 
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thing that until then had been taboo, was suddenly thinkable: “using force no longer 
seemed doomed to failure. ... One could certainly win, and a different government, 
without the Viet Minh clique, might come to an understanding with us.’*° What he 
was actually saying here was that by force of circumstances, he and other French 
decision-makers had succumbed to wishful thinking. 

The Saigon triumvirate bore the main responsibility for the outbreak of the In- 
dochina War. They had wanted it, and they pushed for it. 


MORLIERE AND SAINTENY 


What about the Frenchmen on the front line in Hanoi—the hapless Morliére and 
the pragmatic Sainteny? They did not want to break with Ho Chi Minh. Morlière 
thought he was faithfully carrying out his government's policy by cooperating with 
the DRV. Sainteny played a subtle game of trying to provoke a split in the Vietnamese 
leadership through a series of calculated provocations. Both followed instructions 
from the war party in Saigon, and neither had any direct contact with government 
circles in Paris. They were both insecure in their judgments. On December 12, 1946, 
Morlière flirted, like Valluy, with the illusion that if the DRV were to suffer a clear 
military defeat, the Vietnamese people might grow weary and seek new leaders who 
would listen to the “voice of reason.’ After December 19, however, Morliére became 
his old self again and warned emphatically against the road France was taking. Even 
if many “Annamites” were hostile to the Viet Minh, he said, they still lined up be- 
hind Ho Chi Minh. France was not just fighting the Viet Minh, but the entire pop- 
ulation, or most of it. Morli¢re recommended renewed talks with Ho Chi Minh and 
a negotiated cease-fire. Then a date for the referendum on the unification of the 
three ky should be fixed. After the referendum, there should be general elections to 
representative assemblies in all three Indochinese countries. If France continued 
down its present road, this would lead to the rapid loss of Indochina as a whole.! 
No one listened to Morliére. He was a voice crying in the wilderness. His only con- 
solation would be that history proved him right. 

During the December crisis, Sainteny plunged deep into wishful thinking, much 
deeper than Valluy. He expected the Viet Minh’s recent edifice to come tumbling down 
at its first serious defeat, and he assured the U.S. vice-consul that it would be possi- 
ble to find new, independent leaders to form a government.32 On December 26, 
he imagined that the eyes of the Vietnamese had been opened at last. France would 
now be able to elicit cooperation from unexpected quarters if it could only con- 
vince people that the Viet Minh leaders had been ousted for good. To achieve this 
aim, Sainteny favored a pincer movement to deliver a decisive blow to the “Hanoi 
government”33 Sainteny had played a crucial role in negotiating the March 6 agree- 
ment, and in his later memoirs, this was what he wanted remembered. He had less 
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reason to be proud of his role in December, when the Saigon triumvirate used him 
as the bait in their trap. 


BIDAULT 


The most powerful of all French politicians in 1946 was Georges Bidault, prime min- 
ister, foreign minister, and chair of the Cominindo until Léon Blum took over on 
December 18, and then foreign minister again from January 22, 1947. He was also 
powerful in the month he was out of government, since Blum depended on par- 
liamentary support from the Christian Democrats. Could Bidault have set history 
on a different course? He had the power to do so, and he could easily have got so- 
cialist and communist support for a peace policy. But his main concern was not 
peace, but the integrity of the French empire. Bidault avoided any direct contact 
with the Vietnamese president, protected đArgenlieu against those who wanted to 
replace him, and refused to make any substantial concessions to Vietnamese na- 
tionalism.*4 He was committed to the French empire—or union—asa whole. A “pol- 
icy of abandonment” in Indochina could encourage nationalism in other colonies. 
If a link in the imperial chain were allowed to break, the empire as a whole might 
disintegrate. At the crucial Cominindo meeting on November 29, 1946, the day after 
Bidault had resigned, so that he was continuing just in a caretaker capacity, Bidault’s 
key argument was: “There is a local problem, which concerns Indochina, anda gen- 
eral problem, which concerns the French Union. They cannot be separated. We must 
not do anything in Indochina that may serve as a precedent, especially as regards 
Morocco or Tunisia”? Well into the Indochina War, Bidault would continue to op- 
pose moves to grant Vietnam independence, even as part of the “Bao Dai solution? 
In 1954, Bidault tried to save French Indochina by getting the United States to in- 
tervene militarily in the battle for Dien Bien Phu. In agreeing to an international 
conference on Indochina at Geneva, his hope was to make China and the Soviet 
Union abandon their support for the DRV. Only after a cabinet crisis, in which 
Bidault lost power, did a new government, led by Pierre Mendes-France, arrive at 
a deal in Geneva. After his fall from power, Bidault stuck to his principles, and in 
May 1958, when the MRP refused to support his attempt to form a government 
in defense of French Algeria, and his old nemesis de Gaulle returned to power, he 
finally broke with his party. When de Gaulle gave up Algeria in 1962, Bidault joined 
the political underground and was forced to go into exile. He lived on until 1983. 

In March 1949, speaking of the responsibility for the outbreak of war two anda 
half years earlier, the socialist Oreste Rosenfeld said: “If we truly want to determine 
who was responsible, I do not hesitate to say that the great responsibility falls on 
the government of 1946, which let its high commissioner formulate a policy 
contrary to government policy. You know very well that the high commissioner, 
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M. Georges Thierry dArgenlieu, appointed by General de Gaulle, had exorbitant 
powers in Indochina. He was not even under the authority of the Minister for Over- 
seas France, but directly under [that of] the premier and so of the government. ... 
The great responsibility of the government of M. Georges Bidault and [Vice-Pre- 
mier] M. Maurice Thorez was that it lacked the authority to prevent Admiral đAr- 
genlieu from following a policy contrary to that of the French government??? 

Rosenfeld was right to assume that the war was a “fait accompli” made in Saigon, 
but his statement is nevertheless somewhat misleading. While it is true that d’Ar- 
genlieu had exorbitant powers, it is not true that he carried out a policy that was 
contrary to any well-defined governmental position or strategy. Bidault’s failure was 
not his inability to impose his views on Saigon, but his unwillingness to let French 
Indochina policy be influenced by his socialist and communist ministers. He pre- 
ferred to leave Indochina in the hands of đArgenlieu rather than let Moutet or 
Thorez decide. Bidault said in early 1947 that one of the main reasons why the MRP 
wanted to serve in coalition governments with the SFIO and PCF was to prevent 
the loss of Indochina.** The normal procedure when important decisions were made 
was for đArgenlieu first to make a proposal. The Cominindo then either approved 
or delayed its decision. When no decision was forthcoming, đArgenlieu went ahead 
and implemented his plans. Then the government normally approved what he had 
done, although there were sometimes complaints. These were not directed against 
the content of dArgenlieu’s policy, but against the timing and the lack of coordi- 
nation with political events in France. Marius Moutet tried to augment the power 
of his ministry, but Bidault protected đArgenlieu, and kept the Cominindo out of 
the colonial ministry’s hands. 

Hence it is unlikely that a stronger or more decisive French government could 
have prevented the war, as long as it was led by Bidault. The problem was the lack, 
not of strength, but of will. If the MRP had done better in the French general elec- 
tions on November 10, and Bidault had not been compelled to resign, his govern- 
ment would have been stronger. Then Valluy might have received the permission 
he sought for taking control of the road from Haiphong to Hanoi already in early 
December, perhaps in conjunction with the planned “police action” against the 
Hanoi government. The election of Léon Blum instead reopened the possibility of 
Franco-Vietnamese negotiations, and this probably delayed the war's outbreak. Since 
Bidault feared the political consequences of being seen as responsible for provoca- 
tive French actions just before leaving the premiership to Blum, he tried to wash 
his hands of the matter by telling Valluy that nothing in the general's previous mes- 
sages had indicated that the situation was as alarming as he was now indicating.*® 
As long as Bidault was in power, there was no basic disagreement between the leader 
of the French government and the high commissioner, but this changed when Léon 
Blum took over. Blum was indeed confronted with a “fait accompli” but one not 
just of Saigon’s making. Bidault had also played his part. 
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BLUM 


Could Léon Blum have changed history? When he took over from Bidault on De- 
cember 18, he had the will and desire to prevent war. He immediately wrote a peace 
message to Ho Chi Minh, thus breaking with Bidaults principle of letting đAr- 
genlieu take care of all substantial communication with the Vietnamese govern- 
ment, and Blum decided at his first cabinet meeting to send Moutet to meet Ho. 
But the war party in Saigon sabotaged his policy by delaying the transmission of 
the letters Blum and Ho sent to each other. Perhaps Blum should have appealed 
directly to Ho over the radio. This could have prevented the war. Blum could also 
have made known his intention to dismiss đArgenlieu on December 14, before his 
government was formed, but then he might not have won the vote of confidence 
in the National Assembly on December 17. When he learned of the outbreak of 
hostilities, Blum’s first reaction was to order Valluy to arrange for a cease-fire, but 
the widespread indignation at the “premeditated Vietnamese aggression” made it 
impossible to impose this order on Saigon. The war was instead imposed on Blum. 
On December 22, when appearing at the inauguration of Le Populaire’s Christmas 
tree, the old socialist wept and complained to the editor: “Have you heard the news 
from Indochina? .. . Again it has to be me who does it. . . . I did not deserve this?4° 


THE FRENCH COMMUNIST PARTY 


What about the Parti communiste français (PCF)? It was well represented in 
Bidaults government, its leader, Maurice Thorez, serving as vice-premier. The com- 
munists were as concerned about French greatness as de Gaulle and the MRP, but 
they drew different conclusions from their concern. They believed that Syria and 
Lebanon had been lost because de Gaulle’s provocative policy had given Britain and 
the United States an excuse for stabbing France in the back. Paradoxically, the PCF 
wanted to treat the French colonies just as liberally as the United States did, but in 
order to keep them away from U.S. influence. The PCF feared that the French dis- 
aster in the Near East would repeat itself in the Far East, and that Sino-American 
interference would entail the loss of Indochina. On the basis of this fear, which in 
the following decade proved well founded, the French communists favored coop- 
eration with the DRV, but they also urged the Vietnamese to be patient and to re- 
frain from demanding independence immediately. While the French Right believed 
that French greatness depended on a firm anti-Viet Minh policy, the communists 
felt that the French Union would fail to gain support if France did not make con- 
cessions to Asian nationalism. For tactical reasons, however, the French commu- 
nists refrained from publicly voicing their liberal policy vis-a-vis France's colonies, 
which they felt was politically hard to defend. Rather, they did all they could to avoid 
giving the impression that the PCF was unpatriotic. 
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The December 19 attack, and the emotions it provoked in the French National 
Assembly, placed the PCF in a difficult situation. Its own mouthpiece first repro- 
duced the news without comment. In the National Assembly, the communist 
members hesitated when asked to support a motion of sympathy for the French 
soldiers. This led Le Monde to publish a front-page article under the insulting head- 
line “The return of Doriot.”*! The late communist leader Jacques Doriot had turned 
fascist after being expelled from the PCF in 1934, founded the extreme right-wing 
Parti populaire français in 1936, and later fought for the Nazis. L'Humanité replied 
by emphasizing that the communist deputies had actually voted in favor of the mes- 
sage of sympathy.’ It also now offered an interpretation of the December 19 events: 
they were part of a plot to prepare the way for de Gaulles return to power. The fight- 
ing was fratricidal, and the war had only started in the brains of the reactionaries. 
December 19 was not war, just another incident. If fighting continued, foreign pow- 
ers would sooner or later interfere in the internal affairs of the French Union. On 
December 24, L'Humanité gave full support to Léon Blum, saying he had pointed 
out the only possible way: “Negotiations as soon as peace and order have been 
reestablished? Negotiations did not take place until 1954, however, when the 
French communists had long been out of power. As vice-premier in the Bidault and 
Ramadier governments in 1946-47, Maurice Thorez was unable to implement his 
colonial policy, and in May 1947, the communists were thrown out of the French 
government. 


LECLERC 


In order to succeed, the protagonists of the policy of agreement would have needed 
support from someone with prestige in the armed forces. The most promising can- 
didate was General Philippe Leclerc de Hautecloque. In late 1946 and early 1947, 
the French socialists wanted him to take d’Argenlieu’s place. Leclerc has since often 
been portrayed as a “liberal; a “moderate,” or “pragmatic,” someone who would have 
followed a conciliatory course if he had got the chance. Could Leclerc have made 
a difference? Probably not. When he ordered Sainteny, on March 5, to sign an agree- 
ment with Ho Chi Minh almost at any cost, it was because he feared an immediate 
two-front war against both Chinese and Vietnamese forces. If it had not been for 
the Chinese, he might well have tried to crush the revolution in the north as he had 
done in the south, in order to allow France to negotiate from a position of strength. 
He was also concerned about being militarily overextended, however, and might 
have decided just to take Haiphong and Hanoi and leave the rest of the north to its 
fate.“ In August 1946, during the Fontainebleau conference, Leclerc toyed with the 
idea of breaking off relations with the Hanoi government, letting Tonkin be, and 
concentrating the French effort on Cochinchina. This would give France a chance 
to pacify Indochina gradually by making sure that the French-controlled areas 
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thrived while the rest was being asphyxiated economically.“ If France controlled 
the Cochinchinese rice basket and rubber plantations, and a few strategic positions 
in the north, the Vietnamese would in time be compelled to give up their recalci- 
trance, Leclerc—and Valluy—thought.“ 

In December, Leclerc criticized đArgenlieu and Valluy. He shared Admiral Bar- 
jots concern that French forces would be spread too thinly. When Prime Minister 
Blum learned of the December 19 attack, he decided to send Leclerc to Indochina 
on a mission of inspection, in addition to Moutet. Blum was planning to replace 
dArgenlieu with Leclerc. He reportedly told his cabinet that although Leclerc did 
not belong to “our political friends,” he was an “honest and loyal officer” and was 
aware of the military difficulties of “a new colonial expedition.” Blum also reminded 
his socialist ministers of Leclercs “legendary conflict” with đArgenlieu. He asked 
Leclerc to negotiate with the Vietnamese government as soon as the military situ- 
ation allowed it, in consultation with Moutet.“ Leclerc accepted the mission, but 
he made no attempt to contact the Vietnamese government and did not consult 
with Moutet. Once having appraised the situation in Saigon, he recommended that 
Blum send reinforcements. He praised the French military effort, but drew at- 
tention to some serious political problems, notably in Cochinchina.” 

In Hanoi, Leclerc was greeted by a radio message from Ho Chi Minh, who said: 
“An equitable peace can still be obtained. I speak to you from heart to heart, be- 
cause it has been very painful for me to see the young French and the young Viet- 
namese, the flower of the two countries, furiously killing each other”™ Leclerc did 
not reply, but he issued a New Year message to the French troops: “France has al- 
ready understood that the Army is equal to its task, and you can count on me to 
emphasize it. The country prays for you”! Leclerc did not see Ho Chi Minh. In- 
stead, he looked into Morlières military record, concluded that he had failed to pre- 
pare properly for the confrontation, and recommended, in consultation with Val- 
luy, that he be replaced.” On January 6, Morlière was summoned to Saigon. He 
caught the first available plane and arrived the same day. This was sooner than ex- 
pected, and also not really convenient, since Moutet was still there. Morliére met 
the minister and told him about his conflict with Valluy in November-December. 
Moutet asked Morliére to go back to Hanoi, write a formal report, and wait for the 
government’s decision. However, since Blum’s government hoped to persuade 
Leclerc to take d’Argenlieu’s place, it did not see it as opportune to oppose Leclerc’s 
recommendations. On February 4, Morliére was therefore officially replaced by 
Colonel Dèbes, the butcher of Haiphong. Dèbes was killed in an air crash a month 
later. Morliére lived to be an old man. 

Leclerc’s mission report of January 13, 1947, was read attentively in official French 
circles, and has often been quoted since. The editors of The Pentagon Papers would 
praise Leclerc for having emphasized that no purely military solution was possible, 
and that a political solution was necessary. However, when Leclerc said “political 
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solution” in his report, he did not mean with Ho Chi Minh. Leclerc thought along 
the same lines as Pignon. And the only really concrete proposal he made in his re- 
port was to increase the strength of the French expeditionary forces from 40,000 
to 115,000. The stronger the military effort, the easier it would be to reach a polit- 
ical solution, which would consist in “opposing to the existing Viet Minh nation- 
alism one or several other nationalisms.”** Although Leclerc did not, like đArgen- 
lieu, exclude the possibility of renewed talks with Ho Chi Minh, there is nothing 
in his attitude to indicate that he would, in a position of authority, have opted for 
a return to the March 6 and September 14 agreements. On the other hand, if the 
French government had dismissed đArgenlieu before December 19, this would most 
likely have dissuaded the Vietnamese from launching their attack, since it would 
have sent a strong signal of a change in the government’ policy and thus opened 
the way to negotiations. 


MOUTET 


Marius Moutet, minister for Overseas France continuously from January 1946 to 
October 1947, in the governments of Gouin, Bidault, Blum, and Ramadier, was the 
only Frenchman left with both the power and the desire to prevent the Indochina 
War. His resignation in October 1947 marked a hardening of French policy. Only 
then did the French government dismiss any prospect of resuming talks with Ho 
Chi Minh and authorize Valluy to launch Operation Lea, aiming to capture or kill 
the Viet Minh leaders. 

Moutet had not been instrumental in bringing about the March 6 agreement, 
but he was relieved when it was signed, and he was the one who prevented the 
Fontainebleau conference from ending in total wreckage by signing the modus 
vivendi agreement of September 14. There is no doubt that Moutet disapproved 
of đArgenlieu style and exorbitant powers, and that he wanted to put Indochina 
under firm control of the government in Paris. Nevertheless, he did not picka fight 
with the MRP to get đArgenlieu replaced, and he authorized—indeed, encour- 
aged—the establishment of the autonomous Cochinchinese Republic. Moutet 
played a leading role in preparing the instructions given to đArgenlieu on De- 
cember 10, 1946, which rejected the idea of granting full independence to any of 
the Indochinese states. Moutet always insisted that France should follow a “policy 
of agreement,’ as opposed to a “policy of abandonment.” His mistake was to al- 
low đArgenlieu to go back to Saigon. If he and Blum had insisted on d’‘Argenlieu’s 
replacement, and if the MRP had agreed, war could have been avoided. 

Moutet’s next chance came when Blum asked him, on December 18, to go im- 
mediately to Indochina, with a mandate to meet Ho Chi Minh. However, once he 
arrived in Saigon on December 25, he came under pressure to desist from his mis- 
sion. When Moutet left France, the socialist mouthpiece Le Populaire called him 
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“the peace messenger” When news arrived of Moutets public statements in 
Saigon, it was the MRP’s L'Aube that used the term “peace messenger, asserting that 
the socialist Moutet now more than ever deserved the epithet.” U.S. Ambassador 
Jefferson Caffery informed Washington that many had been skeptical about send- 
ing a “man of Moutet’s age and temperament” to Indochina. The advocates ofa firm 
policy feared that he would make new concessions to Ho Chi Minh, while the con- 
ciliatory school were afraid he would come under the influence of the colonialists 
in Saigon.°® The latter were confirmed in their apprehensions. Moutet did not see 
anyone in Vietnam to whom he could make concessions. Instead of going directly 
to Hanoi, he let himself be taken on a tour of Saigon, Phnom Penh, and Vientiane, 
and the local French officials withheld information about Ho’s arduous attempts to 
set up a meeting. However, this cannot be blamed solely on đArgenlieu. Moutet’s 
denunciations of the Viet Minh came so soon and were so strongly worded that 
they must have reflected a conviction. Moutet cannot have fully shared Blum’s de- 
sire for peace, yet it seems Blum had confidence in him. This confidence was shared 
even by the leftist newspaper Franc-Tireur, which on December 14 had urged Blum 
to keep Moutet on as minister. When the French cabinet met on December 26, Blum 
assured his colleagues that Moutet and Leclerc would prevent đArgenlieu from tak- 
ing any harmful action. Moutet would be his direct representative, with the right 
to make decisions on the spot, and Leclerc would be Moutets military advisor.°? 

Moutet never saw Leclerc in Indochina. They followed different itineraries, and 
Moutet did not arrive in Hanoi till January 2. He stayed for less than two days, see- 
ing nobody. His declarations of friendship with the Cochinchinese, the Cambo- 
dians, the Laotians and the “Montagnards,” interspersed with indignant remarks 
about the ignoble December 19 attack in Hanoi, were delightfully reported in the 
centrist and conservative French press. On the Left, L'Humanité was disappointed, 
Le Populaire ironical, and the Franc-Tireur sardonic. When the French cabinet met 
on December 31, the young socialist minister Guy Mollet asked Blum what on earth 
Moutet was doing. “I admit that I’m a bit surprised by the silence of my old friend,” 
Blum replied. “You call this silence?” Mollet asked. “Yes, because for my part, I 
have not yet received anything from him. And what disturbs me most is that it has 
not been possible to get in touch with Ho Chi Minh” Blum was not telling the 
whole truth, since he had in fact received a report from Moutet, which character- 
ized the military situation as “good, becoming excellent as soon as the first rein- 
forcements arrive.”®! 

On December 23, Vietnamese radio had announced Ho Chi Minh’s urgent de- 
sire to see Moutet: “I bid you welcome, since you are at the same time my old friend 
and the representative of the New France. I wish to see you and look forward to this 
chance to express my profound attachment to peace and to the collaboration be- 
tween our two countries, and also to get a chance to present our proposals con- 
cerning the reestablishment of good relations between them”? D’Argenlieu gave 
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Moutet a copy of Ho's request, attaching it to a letter of his own, saying: “I allow 
myself to draw your attention to the extraordinarily grave consequences any direct 
or indirect contact with any representative of the Hanoi government may have for 
the future of Indochina.” While Moutet was in Hanoi, Ho tried to send a message 
to him by courier, but the courier “disappeared.” In the night between January 2 
and 3, one of Moutet’s advisors, the French socialist Léon Boutbien, woke up the 
minister in his bedroom to tell him that Ho was ready to see him. Moutet replied 
that he would first need a signed request from Ho himself. Boutbien explained that 
this might be difficult to arrange so quickly, and that two couriers had already been 
killed. Meanwhile, Ho sent a new message to Moutet through the Chinese consul, 
but before he could hand it over, Moutet was gone. He got Ho’s second message 
only after returning to France. 

Ho had prepared a long memorandum for Moutet, with seventy-six attachments, 
proving the French responsibility for the failure of the March 6 accords and the 
modus vivendi agreement. This is the Ho Chi Minh memorandum of December 31, 
1946, which has been used extensively in the present study. After Moutet had left, 
Ho sent copies of the memo through several channels, but the French government 
received it only on February 4, by which time the U.S. and other governments had 
been reading it for weeks. 

Ho proposed an immediate cease-fire; liberation of prisoners; withdrawal of all 
troops to the positions defined in the agreements of March 6 and April 3; no further 
reinforcements from France; and a framework for a definitive treaty, which would 
include: (a) organizing a referendum in Cochinchina, (b) Vietnamese diplomatic re- 
lations with foreign countries, (c) organization of the Indochinese Federation, and 
(d) definition of Vietnam's place in the French Union. Once a framework had been 
decided upon, a new Franco-Vietnamese treaty conference should be held in Paris. 
This was what Ho wanted to discuss. Moutet would have rejected most of it,® but 
there would still have been much to talk about, if both parties agreed to return to the 
modus vivendi agreement. The task Blum had given Moutet was not impossible. 

Why did Moutet go with the tragic flow of history rather than trying to stem it? 
December 19 got in his way. It was tough to go against the sentiment of the local 
French population and officials at a time when a number of French citizens had 
been killed and mutilated, and while French soldiers were engaged in heavy fight- 
ing. It was risky to go against national feelings back home. Moutet chose the easy 
way out, and declared, while in Hanoi, that “before any negotiation, it is today nec- 
essary to have a military decision. I deplore this, but one cannot commit such mad- 
ness as the Viet Minh has done with impunity? After this, Vietnamese radio called 
him “the war messenger’? 

When Moutet returned to Paris, Blum had only a few days left as interim pre- 
mier. His successor, Paul Ramadier, decided to keep Moutet on as minister. Before 
being elected (investi) by the National Assembly to form the next government, Ra- 
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madier made a declaration in which he claimed that war in Indochina had been 
imposed on France. France had not wanted it, still did not want it, and would ter- 
minate it as soon as order and security had been restored. In the meantime, France 
would assume its responsibilities. At this point Bidault, once again foreign minis- 
ter, interjected from his seat: “Very goodl”68 

As soon as Moutet returned to Paris, he and Blum made a move to boost his 
power. By a government decree of January 8, 1947, the minister for Overseas 
France took over the premier’s position as chair of the Cominindo.® It took un- 
til January 21, however, before Moutet informed d’Argenlieu of the change. The 
old system, Moutet explained, had led to a “dispersion of responsibilities, harm- 
ful to sound administrative management”? The main point of the reform was to 
make it possible for the minister for Overseas France to issue direct instructions 
to the high commissioner, without having to ask any interministerial committee. 
DArgenlieu protested vehemently against the January 8 decree. He saw it as a “para- 
dox” that the government would now compromise Frances admirable military, 
financial, and diplomatic effort in this way. To implement the government's decree 
was impossible, he concluded.”! When Moutet saw this, he scribbled in the margin 
of the telegram: “Bravo.” 

Shortly afterward, đArgenlieu was summoned to Paris for consultations.’ In 
the meantime, he took a controversial new initiative. He expanded the powers of 
the provisional Cochinchinese government without first asking the French gov- 
ernment’s approval.”3 This gave Moutet the pretext he needed to realize his long- 
held dream, and it came at a convenient time, just when U.S. Ambassador Caffery 
was asking Foreign Minister Bidault to be more generous. Bidault now switched 
loyalties. He assured the U.S. representative that France would be generous in try- 
ing to find a solution and confided that the government had decided to accept d'Ar- 
genlieu’s resignation. He added that the door would remain open to some sort of 
settlement, and that đArgenliews recommendation that the government promise 
never again to deal with Ho Chi Minh had been dismissed.”4 So the same man 
who, as prime minister, had prevented Moutet from revoking d’Argenlieu’s ap- 
pointment at the time when this could have prevented the war now, when the war 
was a fact, benefited diplomatically from a decision to finally replace the admiral. 
The government turned down several of d’Argenlieu’s proposals in the hope that 
he would resign voluntarily. De Gaulle, however, told đArgenlieu that it was he 
who represented France, not the government, so he should stay at his post and 
force the government to dismiss him. In the end, on March 4, the government did 
just that. So when they wanted to, Moutet and Bidault could defy de Gaulle and 
his admiral. 

Blum, Ramadier, Moutet, and Bidault had struggled for well over a month to 
find an able and willing successor. They all badly wanted Leclerc for the job. Leclerc 
was clearly tempted, but turned down two consecutive offers, each time after seek- 
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ing de Gaulle’s advice. De Gaulle told him that to accept an appointment in place 
of đArgenlieu would be to “disavow ourselves,’ and that Leclerc could never count 
on the necessary backing from the present regime.”° A civilian bureaucrat, the Rad- 
ical politician Emile Bollaert, then took upon himself the task. During much of Bol- 
laert’s indecisive period as high commissioner, the possibility of reestablishing con- 
tact with Ho Chi Minh was left open. Meanwhile, the plan to restore Bao Dai was 
put on the backburner. When Moutet resigned in October 1947, French policy be- 
came more consistent, aiming to realize Pignon’s ambition to create a new, French- 
controlled, nominally independent state, with Saigon as capital. Vietnam was to be 
divided along social and ideological lines, so that the Franco- Vietnamese struggle 
could be transformed into a Vietnamese civil war. 

In mid-March 1947, Moutet defended his policy in the National Assembly, which 
was debating a motion to grant substantial war credits. He did not cast any blame 
on đArgenlieu, but continued to defend the admiral. Although đArgenlieu might 
be reproached for often having moved ahead without waiting for instructions, he 
could not be accused of having disobeyed orders, Moutet said. When criticized for 
never having fixed a date for the promised referendum on Vietnamese unity, 
Moutet took full responsibility for the delay. It was impossible to hold free elections 
in a state of terror, he claimed. He commented briefly on the occupation of 
Haiphong, asserting that the Vietnamese had opened fire first, and that France had 
suffered serious losses. He did not deny, however, that the Haiphong events had been 
of a “certain gravity.” 

With regard to December 19, Moutet contended that when they decided to carry 
out their attack, the Vietnamese leaders had known about Blum’s decision to send 
him on a peace mission. They had taken no notice of this and had hoped to catch 
the French forces by surprise and wipe out the French soldiers while they were dis- 
persed in cinemas, cafés, and dance halls. Only because of warnings from the re- 
markable French intelligence service were the French soldiers saved from these 
“Tonkinese vespers? Moutet quoted from Hoang Huu Nam› friendly letter, sent 
only hours before the attack. The method of appearing friendly while preparing to 
strike was very “Far Eastern, Moutet said, obviously referring to Pearl Harbor. 
Moutet did not hold Ho Chi Minh personally responsible. Extremists had taken 
over the reins of power while Ho was away in France, he claimed. In response, a 
conservative politician pointed out that Ho Chi Minh had also sent a friendly let- 
ter on the day of the attack. One Assembly member compared Ho to Hitler. 

What was it that prevented Moutet from doing what was needed to prevent 
the Indochina War, or to stop it once it had broken out? The answer remains un- 
certain. Perhaps he was concerned about his political career.” Perhaps he was keen 
to maintain smooth collaboration with the MRP. Perhaps he felt that he had to 
take responsibility even for actions he had been unable to control. The historian 
Martin Thomas has discussed the reasons for Moutet’s failure, both in 1946 and 
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in fall 1947, when again he failed to assert himself and lost his post as minister. 
Thomas offers three explanations. First, there was Moutet’s inability to consoli- 
date his personal influence within the coalition cabinets, despite close relations 
with the socialist premiers Gouin, Blum, and Ramadier. What this means is that 
Moutet failed to gain the trust of Bidault. Second, there was his lack of authority 
over the French administration in Saigon. This is clearly true, and the problem 
was both personal and structural. Moutet failed to get Bidault’s support for do- 
ing something to stem đArgenlieus exorbitant powers. And, third, Moutet was 
“confounded by the SFIO’s failure to define a coherent postwar colonial re- 
formism.” Just like the parties of the Center and Right, the socialists were not ready 
to risk losing imperial control.” 

Perhaps Moutet’s problem was that he simply believed what he said. He was 
anxious to prevent Cochinchina from falling under communist rule and backed 
the idea of Cochinchinese autonomy. He was also personally engaged in seeking to 
protect the ethnic minorities of the central highlands against “Annamite” domina- 
tion.”? The key factors in his “policy of agreement” were his personal affinity for Ho 
Chi Minh and his emphasis on French interests in Cochinchina, rather than 
Tonkin. These were his main reasons for signing the modus vivendi agreement, but 
after the October 31 cease-fire undermined French power in Cochinchina, his pol- 
icy was difficult to pursue. He needed a compromise allowing the Viet Minh to con- 
trol the north while France continued to dominate the south. In early November, 
when đArgenlieưs team decided that this policy was untenable, and aimed instead 
for a direct confrontation in the north, Moutet was not in control of the Cominindo 
and also not sufficiently decisive to get d’Argenlieu’s appointment revoked. Yet again, 
if the Vietnamese had not attacked on December 19, if Moutet had gone to see Ho 
in Hanoi, Moutet would have had a better chance to set history on a different, more 
peaceful course. As the war intensified in Indochina, Moutet was haunted by a sense 
of guilt: “I have had this nightmare of bearing a heavy part of the responsibility for 
what happened in Indochina,” he told the French Senate on November 12, 1953.°° 
He did not blame đArgenlieu, who had done his duty. Moutet emphasized at this 
juncture that he had been the only French politician who had negotiated with Ho 
Chi Minh, and that Ho had said to him when they met at the airport in June 1946: 
“You are my oldest friend; I count on you to arrive at a result. I will do what is in 
my power.” On September 18, 1954, after Dien Bien Phu and the Geneva accords, 
Moutet tried to take comfort in claiming that the fault had not, after all, been his 
own. His failure had been due to lack of support: “I did all that was in my power to 
prevent this war,” he argued in August 1955. “I could not find any parliamentary 
opinion or any public opinion ready to support me, not even the instruments needed 
to bring the negotiations to a successful conclusion, which might perhaps have pre- 
vented six years of war and saved hundreds of thousands of lives? he lamented in 
September 1955.8! 
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THE VIET NAM NATIONALIST PARTY 


On the Vietnamese side, the anticommunist leaders of the VNQDD and other na- 
tionalist factions had little chance of influencing events after their Chinese protec- 
tors had left. The DRV suppressed their party organizations and forced their mili- 
tia forces either to surrender or to merge with the forces controlled by the Viet 
Minh.*® Some of the anticommunist leaders also wanted a Franco- Vietnamese war, 
since this might weaken both the French and the DRV and open up new chances 
for an alternative national leadership. Some noncommunist leaders lived clandes- 
tinely in Hanoi, and Nguyen De, Ngo Dinh Diem, and Nghiem Ke To were among 
those who were in some kind of contact with the Sûreté. Pignon played with them. 
He had told the French consul in Kunming on December 4 to refrain from harm- 
ing the exile leaders: “In particular as far as the VNQDD is concerned, it does not 
seem to be in our interest to remember its francophobe character too much at 
present?” The anticommunist director of Hanoi’s electric power plant, who was 
under the protection of the French Sôreté, played an enigmatic role when his plant 
was sabotaged in the evening of December 19. Once learning of the outbreak of 
hostilities, a group of nationalist Vietnamese politicians in Nanjing announced the 
formation of a “provisional Vietnamese government” in anticipation of a Sino- 
American intervention, and Bao Dai traveled from Hong Kong to Guangzhou on 
December 2o to meet with exiled Vietnamese politicians.** The “government” in 
exile formed in Nanjing on this occasion would never play much ofa role, although 
some of its members later backed “the Bao Dai solution.” Quite curiously, however, 
John Carter Vincent, head of the Asia Office in the U.S. State Department, told the 
French ambassador in Washington on January 10, 1947, that a party, whose An- 
namite name was similar to that of the Chinese Guomindang (obviously the VN- 
QDD) seemed to have been the real instigator of the opening of hostilities.3” Did 
he know something that no one has yet uncovered? What is certain is that the an- 
ticommunist opposition was not a force for peace. 


HO AND GIAP 


In the DRV, the two main decision-makers were Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap, 
although they had to coordinate with the “Standing Bureau” of the officially non- 
existent Communist Party. We may never know if Ho and Giap were in agreement 
on December 19. No Vietnamese veteran would admit to disagreeing with Uncle 
Ho or having failed to carry out his instructions. Ho Chi Minh had also warned the 
French on an earlier occasion against thinking that Giap would ever defy his mas- 
ter: “Giap is totally devoted to me; he exists only because I support him; he and the 
others cannot do anything without me. I am the father of the revolution,’ Ho told 
General Salan in late May.% There are many indications, however, notably in 
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French intelligence, that Ho Chi Minh, Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs Hoang 
Minh Giam, and Undersecretary of the Interior Hoang Huu Nam were more pa- 
tient, keener to exploit the swing to the left in French politics, than Giap.*” 

Giap may have spoken for the rank and file who wanted to retaliate for the 
Haiphong massacre and preempt a similar French onslaught in Hanoi. Ho knew 
the French leaders from his stays in France around 1920 and in the summer of 
1946. Giap had spent all his life in Vietnam or neighboring China and had de- 
voted himself before the August Revolution to organizing the guerrilla struggle 
against the French and Japanese and to building up Vietnam’s armed forces. His 
attempts as a negotiator at Dalat in April-May had not been successful, but he 
had ably organized the repression of the pro-Chinese nationalist parties during 
Hoss absence in France. By late 1946, he was ready to return to the jungle. So was 
Ho, if need be. He had warned the French and the West repeatedly that Vietnams 
will to resist was ferocious. On November 5, Ho Chi Minh had penned a “Note 
on Urgent Work at Present” (Cong viec khan cap bay gio), which would be revered 
later as an expression of “Ho Chi Minh Thought.” Anticipating the French assault, 
Ho spoke of the need for a protracted resistance struggle. The most important thing 
would be to make sure that the people were determined, he said: “Even if the en- 
emy is driven to almost complete failure, he will, all the same, strive to hit back. 
For a defeat in Vietnam would lead to a disintegration of all his empire. . . . Even 
should we have to withdraw from the towns, it will not be important, for the whole 
countryside will remain in our hands... . We can surely fight for several years, till 
victory.’ 

Ho considered war likely, but not inevitable, and between the signing of the 
modus vivendi agreement and the outbreak of war, he may have changed his mind 
several times about whether or not it was possible to maintain his government in 
Hanoi. His talent for making friends with adversaries might help Vietnam. Much 
of what he did publicly in November-December 1946, and also in the following 
months, when he repeatedly called for a cease-fire,® testifies to his desire to pre- 
vent armed conflict, or at least postpone it as long as possible, while impressing on 
the French government the need to repudiate the actions of d’Argenlieu. It must 
have felt strange for Ho to see war with France coming while his comrades were 
members of the French government. It is curious both that he did not personally 
sign the draft for the call to arms that he discussed with Giap, Le Duc Tho, and 
Truong Chinh on the afternoon of December 19, and that Truong Chinh had to 
sign it for him, and that the appeal was not read on the radio at 8 p.m., as agreed, 
but only the following day. After the meeting of the Standing Bureau, Ho Chi Minh 
moved to a safe house thirty-two kilometers from central Hanoi. Unless he could 
communicate with Giap by telephone, he was then unable to take part in any fur- 
ther decisions. Giap revealed in his 1995 memoir that after the battle for Haiphong, 
the president had emphasized the need to avoid falling into any French trap: “The 
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French are waiting for an occasion to attack us. We must seek every means to avoid 
the outbreak of a generalized conflict. While we are devoting all our forces to prepar- 
ing for a protracted war, we must absolutely not let ourselves be trapped by the 
provocative acts of the enemy.’ When quoting this, did Giap sense that he him- 
self had been trapped? 

During the whole of the “Thirty Years’ War,’ 1945-75, Giap served as secretary 
of the Communist Party’s Military Committee, although he shared power over mil- 
itary affairs with others in the 1950s and was sidelined for a long period in the 1960s 
and 1970s.°! The battle at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 was the apogee of his life. In his 
1997 biography of Giap entitled Victory at Any Cost, Cecil B. Currey states, on the 
basis of his studies and interviews, that “Senior General Vo Nguyen Giap is not a 
nice person” but he adds that this applies to all famous warriors.°2 Before becom- 
ing a general, Giap was a historian, reading all he could find about Vietnam’s na- 
tional history, and about Napoleon Bonaparte. His studies were subsidized by a chief 
of the French security police in appreciation of the young man’s intellect. In the early 
phase of World War II, Giap left his pregnant wife in Hanoi and clandestinely made 
his way to China. On returning in 1945, he learned that his wife had been tortured 
and died in a French prison. His second wife, Professor Dang Bich Ha, whom he 
married in 1946, is also a historian. And Giap returned to history in his old age. I 
have met him four times in Hanoi, the last time in December 2005. In September 
1992, we discussed December 19. He had familiarized himself with Devillers’s and 
my published work, where I claimed that the French had provoked the outbreak of 
war, and hypothesized that someone, perhaps infiltrators, had confronted Giap and 
Ho with a fait accompli. Giap told me right away that I was wrong. We realized, he 
said, that the war was unavoidable, and on that day, we decided to take the initia- 
tive. Giap would later repeat this to other visitors.” 

Without Giap’s decision—if indeed he took it—to unleash the attack at 8 p.m. 
in the evening on December 19, it is not certain that he would have become the 
hero of Dien Bien Phu, that his army would have defeated the French, the United 
States, and South Vietnam and dealt devastating blows in 1979 to the Chinese in- 
vaders. Innumerable lives might have been spared. Vo Nguyen Giap’s life and 
achievements are remarkable. He built his army from scratch and took the fateful 
decision—so he claims—that started a whole string of wars. Finally, after surviv- 
ing virtually all of his contemporaries, he was able to sit down and write lengthy 
memoirs, basking in his status as a national hero. 

Giap’s first set of memoirs were written in the early 1970s, when Vietnam had 
not yet been reunified, when Party Secretary Le Duan had sidelined him and picked 
some of his juniors to replace him.” Giap started his account with his and Uncle 
Hos arrival in Hanoi in late August 1945, shortly after local Viet Minh leaders had 
seized power from the Japanese, and he ended this first of his published accounts 
on March 6, 1946: 
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So, in the extremely confusing and complicated situation at the time, the negotia- 
tions between us and the French led to a preliminary accord. This was the first in- 
ternational treaty that the DRV signed with a foreign country... . On behalf of our 
people, President Ho expressed to the people of the world our sincere aspiration for 
peace—a genuine peace—in independence and freedom. And since we could not have 
peace now because of the greed and blind actions of imperialism, this was a moment 
of compromise to prepare for a protracted resistance, which we believed would bring 
victory.” 


Giap’s next account ended on December 19, 1946, with three little dots, just at the 
brink of the essential: 


Dusk fell. The whole city was unusually quiet. It was cold and dry. The houses seemed 
to shrink back and to be standing warming themselves in the yellowish electric light. 
Outwardly, the city seemed to grow lazy in the cold and go to bed early. But beneath 
this calm surface, line upon line of surging wave was ready to rise. All the combat- 
ants were present at their posts. It was reported that not a single French soldier was 
to be seen in the restaurants, bars or streets. And enemy armored cars began to push 
out and stood blocking some crossroads . . .*° 


Not a word about his own decisions, just the yellowish electric light, waiting to be 
cut off so that the surging waves of war could rise. 

Giap published much about the triumph at Dien Bien Phu, but it took until the 
1990s before he once more delved into the origin of the Vietnamese tragedy. This 
time he discussed the inevitability of December 19 in a new detailed memoir, a three- 
volume narrative, written with the assistance of Colonel Huu Mai, that covers the 
whole war against France, ending with Uncle Ho’s and Giap’s triumphant return to 
Hanoi in October 1954. This memoir is more reflective, less emotional, not as puffed 
up as the ones he wrote in the 1970s. And Giap goes right to the heart of the mat- 
ter in a subchapter titled “War or Peace? First, he cites a question he had received 
from the daughter of General Leclerc: “Could the war between France and Viet- 
nam have been avoided?”?” It is to Giaps credit that he raises the question. After 
wars have broken out, it is always tempting to consider them inevitable. Sainteny, 
for instance, would say in 1973 that “after the Haiphong affair, the chain of events 
was irreversible””8 For Giap, who bore so much responsibility, not only for the de- 
cision to start the fighting, but for all the death and suffering during all of Indochina’s 
wars, it must have seemed almost unbearable to consider the possibility that this 
tragedy might have begun with a misunderstanding. In the 1970s, Giap took it for 
granted that the wars had been inevitable.” Vietnam would never have won inde- 
pendence and unity without its wars of resistance. He had organized and led the 
nation in a struggle imposed on it by the French and Americans. Uncle Ho had also 
realized the inevitability of an armed confrontation when he returned to Hanoi after 
signing the modus vivendi agreement.!°° 
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There are two ways of contemplating a war's inevitability, which often lead to 
opposite conclusions. One may, on the one hand, examine the aims of the parties 
and ask whether a win-win solution or a viable compromise was possible. This 
method tends to confirm the thesis of inevitability, because it is the maximum, not 
the minimum, aims that leave the most visible traces in the historical sources. Writ- 
ten texts and declarations are dedicated to explaining and promoting maximum 
goals, while decision-makers find it preferable to keep their bottom lines to them- 
selves. They may even be unaware of them; when leaders are truly eager to avoid 
or get out of a war, they may well go beyond what they themselves imagined to be 
their bottom line. 

The other way of considering the question of inevitability is to examine the pre- 
cise circumstances of the war’s outbreak, ponder the elements of coincidence, and 
consider what would have had to be different in order to produce a different out- 
come. When using this method, the historian may easily gain the impression that 
the war could very well have been prevented, and will thus tend to explain it in terms 
of bad choices, unfortunate circumstances, or outright “folly?!°1 

The first chapter of this book tends to confirm the inevitability thesis by show- 
ing how the new French and Vietnamese republics, each with its own ambitious re- 
form plans, clashed in Indochina. The two adversaries were both dissatisfied with 
the March 6 accord, which China had forced upon them; they both saw it as a step- 
ping-stone to something better. When China withdrew its forces, it seemed obvi- 
ous that an open conflict would result from the sheer incompatibility of aims. How- 
ever, chapter 6, on the lights being cut off in Hanoi, conveys the impression that if 
circumstances had differed just a little, Indochinas subsequent history might have 
been different. 

How did the aging Giap tackle this problem? He does not immediately dismiss 
the idea that the war might have been avoided, but cites the two Western histori- 
ans Devillers and Tonnesson, who have persistently asked who started the war. They 
remain perplexed, he says, since they have found that Ho Chi Minh did all he could 
to avoid war, and yet the “young Vietnamese army and the self-defense units were 
the first to open fire” The end of World War II had marked the beginning of the 
Cold War, leading the imperialist powers to increase their repression of popular in- 
surrections, Giap explains. Since Vietnam was the first Third World country to in- 
stall a Communist Party government, it became a target of encirclement. The war 
of imperial reconquest actually started long before December 19, with the French 
coup in Saigon on September 23, 1945, and the ensuing resistance struggle in the 
south. It is true that a cease-fire was obtained in the modus vivendi agreement, 
Giap admits, but he had realized when he met đArgenlieu in Dalat in April that it 
would be “difficult” to avoid war. Then, in November, came the French attacks on 
Haiphong and Langson, and the situation in Hanoi worsened. President Ho had 
nonetheless done everything possible to try to “halt the generalization of the 


IF ONLY... 259 


conflict or at least delay its outbreak?1°2 The armed forces were ordered to main- 
tain strict discipline and not to let themselves be provoked. On December 13, an 
extraordinary meeting was held near Hanoi, with all the main Vietnamese military 
commanders present. They adopted a plan of action and agreed on the codes to be 
used in the final order to attack. The French “ultimatum” of December 18, threat- 
ening to assume responsibility for the security of Hanoi by December 20, reminded 
Giap of the Haiphong ultimatum a month earlier, when the French had inevitably 
called the shots because of the shortness of the deadline. It was essential to prevent 
the capital from succumbing to a similar surprise: “This would be a heavy respon- 
sibility in face of history” 1% This was why the party’s Standing Bureau, meeting at 
Van Phuc on December 19, decided to employ the codes agreed upon six days ear- 
lier, and send out the order to attack at 8 p.m. It seemed possible at the time, says 
Giap, that this was too late, since the French ultimatum might allow them to take 
the initiative already the next morning. 

The problem with this account is that the French were not about to attack, and 
that the December 16 request was not really an ultimatum. The French government 
had made it clear that the French forces must not take the initiative in any further 
serious incidents. DArgenlieu, Valluy, and Pignon therefore needed Giap to make 
the first move. Giap could not know this at the time, but when publishing his mem- 
oirs in 1995, he knew: “The researchers will certainly find proof in the archives of 
the Indochina War, he writes, “showing that General Valluy and his political advi- 
sor Léon Pignon, the two who held responsibility for the Expeditionary Corps at 
the time, needed to generalize the conflict in the north of Vietnam immediately in 
order to confront the recently formed socialist government of Léon Blum with a fait 
accompli.”!™ So far, so good, the historians have caught Giap’s attention with their 
findings in the archives; but then, rather than admitting that he fell into a trap, Giap 
skirts the issue: “However, don't forget the role of dArgenlieu, that obstinate de- 
frocked monk. And don't forget the anticommunist Harry Truman, Franklin Roo- 
sevelt’s successor as the leader of the free world” There were people in the French 
government who foresaw the somber perspectives of a war against Vietnam, Giap 
concedes, but their voices fell on deaf ears: “Imperialism still believed in the possi- 
bility of easily defeating the weak nations with the use of armed force.” 

Then Giap evokes Uncle Ho and reminds us that even after December 19, the 
president did not give up his hope of reviving the peace. Ho never missed any op- 
portunity of trying to restore peace for the good of the two peoples: “However, the 
fire of war cannot be extinguished unilaterally” With this sentence, Giap washes 
his hands of any contamination by historical scholarship and reverts to his famil- 
iar position: “In this context, the events of the night of December 19, 1946, as well 
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Vietnamese words in the main text as well as the footnotes do not have the diacritical marks 
that are used in written Vietnamese (Quoc ngu). The following list provides diacritical marks 
for the Vietnamese words that appear in the book, first those mentioned in the text and then 
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An Nam 

Bac Bộ 

Bắc Bộ Phu 
Bắc Kỳ 

Bắc Ninh 

Bạch Đằng 
Bạch Mai 

Bảo Đại 

Bình Dân Học Vụ 
Bộ Chỉ Huy 
Bùi Bằng Đoàn 
cầm cự 

Cam Ly 

Cam Ranh 


TEXT 


Cao Bằng 

Cao Đài 

Chù Đức Thịnh 

Chủ ý: Phải luôn luôn quấy nhiễu những 
nơi tạm bỏ 

Cờ Giải Phóng 

Công-lệnh Đồng bào thủ đô! Quân Pháp 
đã khởi hấn ở Hà-nội 

Công việc khẩn cấp bây giờ 

Cù Huy Cận 

Cung Đình Quỳ 

Cứu Quốc 

Đà Lạt 

Đà Nẵng 
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Dac Lé Hông 

Dai Hung 

Dai Viêt 

Dai Viét Quéc Dan Dang (Dai Viét) 

Dan Chu 

Dang Viét Chau 

Dang Xuân Khu (Trường Chinh) 

Đào Hửu Dương 

Đào Trọng Kim 

Điện Biên Phu 

Dinh Lập 

Đỗ Đức Dục 

đoàn thể 

Độc lập 

Đổi mới 

Đồng chí 

Đống Đa 

Đông Dương 

Đông Dương Cộng Sản Đảng 

Đồng Minh Hội 

Dương Bạch Mai 

Dương Đức Hiên 

Dương Kinh Quốc 

Dương Quốc Thanh 

Dương Trung Quốc 

Dương Văn Du 

Duy Tân 

Gia Lâm 

Gia Quạt Hạ 

Giai Đoạn Phòng Ngự: Có thể vạn bất đắc 
di phải tạm thời bỏ những thành thị lớn 
sau khi kháng chiến quyết liệt ở đó. (Chú 
ý: Phải luôn luôn quấy nhiễu những nơi 
tạm bỏ). 


Hà Đông 


Hà Hoàng Hợp 

Hạ Long 

Hà Nội 

Hắc Hải 

Hải Dương 

Hải Phòng 

Hiến Pháp nước Việt Nam Dân 
Chủ Cộng Hòa 

Hồ Chí Minh 

Hồ Tùng Mậu 

Hòa Bình 

Hòa Hảo 

Hoàng Diệu (Hà Nội) 

Hoàng Hữu Nam 

Hoàng Minh Châu 

Hoàng Minh Chính 

Hoàng Minh Giám 

Hoàng Quốc Việt 

Hoàng Văn Hoa 

Hoàng Văn Hoan 

Hoàng Văn Thái 

Hoàng Văn Thụ 

Hoàng Xuân Hãn 

Hóc Môn 

Hội Liên Hiệp Quốc Dân Việt 
Nam 

Hòn Gai 

Huế 

Hù! Thì đánh 

Huỳnh Ba Nhung 

Huỳnh Kim Khánh 

Huỳnh Thúc Kháng 

Khu 

Khuất Duy Tiến 

Kiến An 


Kinh 

Lac Vién 

Lai Chau 

Lang Son 

Lao Dong 

Lao Cai 

Lé Binh 

Lê Duẩn 

Lê Đức Thọ 

Lê Hồng 

Lê Quảng Ba 

Lê Quang Đạo 

Lê Trung Toàn 

Lê Văn Hiến 

Lê Văn Hoạch 

Lê Văn My 

Lê Văn Nhanh 

Lịch sử Bộ Tổng Tham Mưu trong 
Kháng Chiến chống Pháp 

Liên Kiểm 

Liên Việt 

Lộc Bình 

Long Biên 

Mai Hắc Đế 

Mán 

Móng Cái 

Mỹ Tho 

Nam Bộ 

Nam Định 

Nam Kỳ 

Nghiêm Kế Tổ 

Ngô Đình Diệm 

Ngô Tấn Nhơn 

Ngô Văn Chiếu 

Nguyễn Ái Quốc 
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Nguyễn Bình 
Nguyễn Đệ 

Nguyễn Đình Thi 
Nguyễn Hải Thần 
Nguyễn Khắc Huyền 
Nguyễn Khắc Viện 
Nguyễn Lương Bằng 
Nguyễn Mạnh Hà 
Nguyễn Ngọc Bích 
Nguyễn Phiên 
Nguyễn Sơn 
Nguyễn Tất Thành 
Nguyễn Thị Thúc Viên 
Nguyễn Tường Tam 
Nguyễn Văn Hách 
Nguyễn Văn Huyên 
Nguyễn Văn Kỳ 
Nguyễn Văn Luyện 
Nguyễn Văn Tạo 
Nguyễn Văn Thịnh 
Nguyễn Văn Trần 
Nguyễn Văn Xuân 
Nguyễn Vũ Tùng 
Nhà quê 





Nùng 

Phạm Ba Chúc 
Phạm Gia Đỗ 
Phạm Khắc Hoè 
Phạm Ngọc Thạch 
Phạm Ngọc Thuần 
Phạm Quốc Quân 
Phạm Tư Nghĩa 
Phạm Văn Bạch 
phân công 
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Phan Huy Lé 

Phan My 

Phan Thanh 

Phan Thanh Gian 

Pho Ba Hung 

phòng ngủ 

Phủ Lạng Thương 

Quảng Bình 

Quảng Ngãi 

Quang Phiệt 

Quang Trung 

Quốc ngữ 

Sài Gòn 

Sơn lây 

Sự thật 

Tân An 

Tân Sơn Nhứt 

Tây Mỗ 

Thái Nguyên 

Thăng Long (Hà Nội) 

Thanh Hóa 

Thanh niên 

Thế Giới 

Thổ 

Thông Tấn Xã Việt Nam 

Thủ Dầu Một 

Thủ Đô 

Thường Vụ Trung Ương Đảng Cộng 
Sản Đông Dương 
(T.V.T.Ư.Đ.C.S.Đ.D.) 

Toàn Dân 

Tôn Đức Thắng 

Tôn Quang Phiệt 

Tổng Bộ Việt Minh 


Tổng Tư Lệnh 

Trần Bửu Kiếm 

Trần Đăng Khoa 

Trần Độ 

Trần Duy Hưng 

Trần Huy Liệu 

Trần Ngọc Danh 

Trần Quốc Hoàn 

Trần Tấn Thơ 

Trần Thanh 

Trần Thị Liên 

Trần Trọng Dung 

Trần Trọng Kim 

Trần Trọng Trung 

Trần Văn Cung 

Trần Văn Giàu 

Trần Văn Lai 

Trần Văn Lý 

Trần Văn Ty 

Triệu Văn Hiền 

Trung Bộ 

Trung Kỳ 

Trường Chinh 

Tự vệ 

Tự vệ Cứu Quốc 

Ủng Văn Khiêm 

Vạn Phúc 

Việt Kiều 

Việt Minh 

Việt Nam 

Việt Nam Cách Mệnh Đồng Minh Hội 

Việt Nam Dân Chủ Đảng 

Việt Nam Độc Lập Đồng Minh 
(Việt Minh) 
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Viêt Nam Quôc Dan Dang Vũng Tau 
(VNQDE) Vuong Thừa Vũ 
Vinh re 
: xã hội 
lun 1oy ' Xưa & Nay 
Le eee Giáp Xuân Dương 
là sản Hoe Yên Bái 
Vii Hông Khanh Yên Phụ 
Vũ Kỳ 
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